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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Himika

      

      I was in my own world again, with the sun on my face and the wind in my hair. We trekked down the mountain, with Gaermon castle frequently visible in the distance at first. As we descended, trees blocked the view. Soon, I would see my home again.

      But I also had to admit, it didn’t feel like my home in the same way it used to. My brother had taken residence at Capamere Palace, appointing a lord to rule over Gaermon in his stead. I was adapting to my life underground. The crystalline caverns of the dragon kingdom had their own beauty.

      It was bittersweet to be here without two of my mates. Oszin, my head guard and oldest friend, and King Seron, my sweet strong Seron, were both in the hands of the enemy.

      I felt like I was missing a piece of my own self, but I refused to succumb to sadness. We had a fight ahead. Besides that, Aurekdel and Ezeru would only have one “first time” to see my world of the sky.

      And I had a wonderful secret to tell them.

      “Thank goodness this is all downhill,” I said. We didn’t have any horses to make the journey easier. I had Aurek’s arm. He was probably having the hardest time with the path. His blindness wasn’t too much of a problem back home. He was so familiar with all the places where we lived our daily lives, and often didn’t even need a cane. I knew he didn’t have too much experience navigating unfamiliar, rocky, uneven terrain.

      Aurek wasn’t one to complain, though. “This is probably good for me,” he said. “I’ve been soft and this might be the battle of our lives.”

      “Still, you and I aren’t actually going to be in the thick of battle,” I said.

      “Mm.”

      “You’re not planning on it, are you?”

      “All I know is, I’m getting Seron back.”

      Ezeru was quiet, taking it all in. He had a couple of his favorite rock dragons with him, while the rest were in a herd behind us. Aknu kept verging off the path to sniff things. Nuru scurried off the path and came back with a huge rabbit in her mouth.

      “We cook now?” she asked.

      “No, no, we have to wait until we make camp,” Ezeru said. “Don’t kill any more of those, all right?”

      “Long eared tunnel weasel,” Aknu said, poking the rabbit corpse.

      I was laughing. “It’s a rabbit.” I called my cat Kajira to my side, as she was flying around overhead. “Don’t you get any ideas, okay?”

      A stream ran down from the rocks and met the road. Everyone stopped to rest, eat rations—no time to grill rabbits—and fill their water skins with cool, clear water from the mountains. The rock dragon children were splashing around in it. They were the only children on the journey, because all the rock dragons followed Ezeru everywhere. I found a clean patch of grass to sit with Aurek and Ezeru in the shade.

      Aknu found some nuts in the grass. “Can we eat?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I don’t know if they taste good raw, but—well, okay, you’re already eating them.”

      Aknu handed one to Aurek. “Can blind king see nuts?”

      Aurek flushed a little. The rock dragons had been mocking him for his entire life. The Traitor King called Aurek a weak, blind king and when they were under his rule all the rock dragons spread the message, so whenever they saw high dragons, they started jeering about Aurek.

      “I’ve been trying to, um, change the message,” Ezeru said. “Seems to be working.”

      “They idolize you,” Aurekdel said.

      “I can’t help it.”

      “Don’t help it. Embrace it. What about these two? They’re really getting attached to you,” Aurek said, sniffing the nut. Then he popped it in his mouth. “Not bad.”

      “Ack! You would say that. You and your terrible food. Isn’t it too crunchy?”

      “My teeth must be stronger than yours, my gem. It has a nice buttery flavor.”

      “We soak them to make milk,” I said. “And then grind them to add to pastry. But I’d never eat one straight.”

      “Aknu is special,” Ezeru said. “He also has the blood of King Orvenu.”

      “So, do you think those two are becoming mates?” Aurek asked. Aknu and Nuru were foraging for more nuts together, making a pile.

      “Maybe so,” Ezeru said, watching them more carefully. Nuru walked past Aknu, giving her tail a little swish. Ezeru’s eyes widened and he turned back to his ration. “Yes, maybe so.”

      I nudged him. “Is that a sexy move?”

      He coughed. “Well, it’s—my tastes run more to human form.”

      “Yeah, okay.” I smirked. “It must be strange to have two forms and be attracted to dragon women who also have different forms. Do you ever see a dragon girl in human form and think she’s cute and then you see her dragon form and it’s like, ugh? Or vice versa?”

      “I know that happened to Seron once,” Aurek said. “Of course, he always pretended he had no interest in women, but I could always tell just by the way he told the story. He met this woman on the battlefield…an ice dragon from Ikra, and they were fighting together and she was a gorgeous dragon. As a woman, she didn’t look anything like her dragon side. He kept telling me how strange it was.”

      “It is strange,” Ezeru said. “Usually everyone looks exactly like you would expect.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Well…hmm. I guess it’s personality. If you put Dvaro’s personality in Aurekdel’s body, he wouldn’t look like Aurek anymore.”

      “That’s nice to know,” Aurek said. “I’ve been under the impression that sighted people are easier to trick. Voices don’t lie. I knew it…about those damn mist dragons.”

      “Mist dragons can do terrible things,” Ezeru said. “It doesn’t matter if you can see or not. I think Izeria is…pretty exceptional, at finding mist and blending them. A sorceress. No one really talks about just how talented she is.”

      “How reassuring. Our poor enemy doesn’t get the credit she deserves.” Aurek glowered.

      “Well…I just think you shouldn’t blame yourself for what happened,” Ezeru said. “I’ve seen what she can do. She can make people forget everything, or make them feel rage, and even hate the people they love most. I once saw Dvaro capture a husband and wife and instead of executing them, Izeria made them kill each other over an argument they’d had. She can do all that stuff because she’s better at using different mists than anyone else.”

      “Enough,” Aurek said. His mood had turned, and he stood up and picked up his water skin and his cane.

      “Do you need help?”

      “No.”

      I frowned. Poor Aurek…he misses Seron as much as I do.

      And he hadn’t really known, about the mist dragons. He was more suspicious than anyone else, but he hadn’t been sure if it was justified. Now he blamed himself for losing Seron, and I knew he wouldn’t quite be himself until we got Seron back. I felt the same way about Oszin. Had I driven him away? He said he had to prove himself. How could I have stopped him?

      Ezeru was looking at me with those intense eyes of his. Generally, even after we had been together and I had acknowledged him as my fourth mate, he held back. But I had sensed things were changing. Maybe being alone with me emboldened him, because now he put a hand on my hair and sort of petted me. His touch was reassuring and strong. He filled a little of the void Seron left behind. I knew Ezeru could protect me against anything, just as Seron could.

      “This is a strange and beautiful place,” he said.

      “I feel the same way about the dragon world,” I said.

      He pressed his lips to mine, and claimed a deep, delicious kiss that seemed to wipe away all my fears.

      “My tastes do run to human form,” he said. The breeze stirred his dark hair.

      “Good,” I said. “Mine too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Himika

      

      We camped for the night at the foot of the mountain, and were met by Gaermoni scouts, so as we reached Gaermon castle by early afternoon, they had a feast prepared for us and all the people expected the dragon army—and the return of their princess.

      I was overwhelmed by the cheering. Everything had changed in my world so quickly. I sensed relief and the joy of freedom in the village. Now that the gate to the dragon realm was properly managed, the world was much safer. Many of the rogue dragons outside the walls had been killed, and the old alliance between the dragon realm and the human realm was restored. I was given more credit for this than I deserved by the townspeople cheering my name.

      Inside the palace, we sat down to a splendid feast of all the foods I had missed terribly. Seasoned fish grilled on seaweed, buckwheat dumplings stuffed with minced pork and ginger, pork belly and pickled plum, chicken and mushroom soup with black vinegar, fermented bean cake, lychee syrup on sweet rice…

      Aurek poked at his plate. “You thought our food was weird?”

      “Your food is weird!”

      “This soup smells like something died.”

      “It’s delicious.” I sniffed. “Maybe that’s the mushrooms? I guess they’re a little funky. Taste.” I lifted up a dumpling in my spoon and handed it to him.

      “That’s a little better,” he said grudgingly, and I put my dumpling bowl in front of him and took his soup instead.

      “It’s much better than eating eyeballs and snake meat.”

      “This is better than eyeballs?”

      “Ezeru cleaned his plate.”

      “Well, Ezeru has had a difficult life.”

      Most of the meal was spent talking to the new lord of Gaermon, my father’s cousin Sohka. I didn’t know him very well, but he gave us a warm welcome.

      “Your father would be so happy to see you well,” he said. “It’s hard for a man to raise a daughter without worrying whether he’s doing it right. He may have been an imperfect king in some ways, but he loved the two of you so much. I never got a letter from him that wasn’t bursting with pride over you.”

      I nodded, tearing up. “Thank you, Uncle. I wish he’d been able to see me well.”

      “Me too. But he was a man of faith in our ancestors. I think he knew this day would come.”

      Yes, my father was an imperfect king. I knew too many of the shadows in our family history now. I was sure I would never have trusted my daughter’s health to an ancient prophecy. I still held some bitterness over it. But I did always know how much he loved me. And soon I’ll know what it’s like to make decisions about my children’s fate. Someday I might have to force my children to rule, or choose between them. Who knows what will happen.

      After dinner, we still had plenty of daylight, especially since it was near to the summer solstice. “Do you want to see the ocean?” I asked Aurek and Ezeru. “I have something I want to tell you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Ezeru

      

      I could never have imagined such a place as the sky world. ‘Sky’ was a word I had heard, in legends, but that failed to capture what it was to actually see a sky and all the vast beauty of it. I couldn’t stop staring at the clouds during the day and the stars at night.

      What are they? They don’t even make sense, I thought. The rock dragons couldn’t stop looking either, and I could tell they were just as confused as I was.

      Himika’s palace was also beyond compare. It was full of color, in the ladies’ gowns and the scrolls and tapestries decorating the walls, and the painted eaves of the castle roof. There were too many unfamiliar things for my eyes to even begin with. The ladies, meanwhile, were so demure and quiet. They wore long gowns and carried parasols, but they still stared as us.

      But nothing in the sky world captivated me as much as the girl who had been born of this place. I thought maybe my desire for Himika would become less unbearable with time, but it didn’t. Whenever I heard her voice, even in the distance, the world seemed brighter. In the mist dragon kingdom, I only had one person who cared about me, but Peri was dealing with the crushing burden of all of her sorrows and the need for secrecy.

      Peri was happier here, too, of course. I’m happy to see you with a girl, she said, sitting beside me after dinner. While the others were enjoying music and dancing, I was sitting on a wide stone wall that looked out over the harbor and the courtyard. I could see the rock dragons making their camp in the courtyard and the ships, with their numerous sails to catch the wild winds of the sky world. She’s always looking at you.

      I shook my head. I’m always looking at her!

      It’s both, then. That’s the best way. She motioned to my hands. You can speak here. It’s safe.

      I don’t care to be overheard. My brow furrowed. I want her so much it’s embarrassing. You warned me, if I should go into heat…

      Don’t be embarrassed. She likes you too. I can see it clearly. I don’t think she’s sorry you want her so much. And why wouldn’t she? You turned out handsome. Everyone says so.

      Stop. I cuffed her shoulder.

      You’d better be bold or I’ll shove you off the wall, she said. You never know how life will go, Ezeru, so be bold with the people you love. She bit her lip. I wondered if she was thinking of Niko’s father. I wondered if she had ever felt the way I did. Peri was so controlled, it was hard to imagine, but I guess she’d been a girl once too.

      After dinner, Himika led us outside the castle walls and down a sandy little path. Some of the rock dragons wanted to follow me.

      “Is it all right if they accompany us?” I asked. “I think they’ll mind their own business.”

      “Of course,” Himika said, as I was starting to know she would.

      That was what made me love her more than anything. Sometimes I even thought she might accept me even if I was an ordinary half breed. The way she accepted the rock dragons was different from other women, even here. I had seen the Gaermoni women shying back from them.

      Some of the tribe wanted to rest, but Aknu and Nuru came with us, and so did some of the female elders of the tribe with the children.

      I heard a steady roar in the distance. The air smelled particularly salty here, and birds hung low in the air as if suspended on wires. Fishing boats dotted the sea.

      “There! Waves!” Himika sounded excited as we came in view of the shore. “I didn’t get to come down to the ocean even when I lived here. It didn’t used to be safe outside the walls.”

      “Waves,” Aurek said. “Is that what you call this sound? Is it safe?”

      “Yes, as long as we don’t go out too far. They make quite a roar but they’re actually pretty gentle on the shore. The waves come in sort of like a shelf of water and they smash on the sand and then they go back in sort of under the next shelf. You’ll see!”

      More birds stood on long legs in the water. The sand had rippling lines of shells. I could tell where the waves came in and pushed the shells up.

      Now I definitely understood why she didn’t care if the rock dragons came with us. Families were playing in the waves already, a ways down, but the ocean and wind had such a loud, steady roar and a vast sense of space that there seemed plenty of room for everyone. The rock dragons ran down to the water and then got nervous and waited for the waves to creep up to their toes.

      “I’m taking off my shoes,” Himika said. “It’s so warm.”

      Aurek stepped out of his shoes too. I shrugged and yanked off my boots, and followed them in. The water suddenly rushed up to our ankles.

      Aurek laughed with surprise. The water went out again just as fast, and the sand melted away around my feet. It was strangely pleasant.

      “There is a very different kind of magic here,” Aurek said. “No wonder you and Oszin seemed sad sometimes.”

      “Not too sad,” Himika said. “I am happy to see it again. It will always be home. But…even more than that, you two are my home. And…I want to tell you…” Her eyes moved between us. “I don’t know for sure if it’s true yet, but one of the priestess’ handmaidens told me I’m pregnant.”

      A chill of dread went through me.

      “Pregnant?” Aurek sounded very happy.

      “And—she said it could be twins.” Himika let out a little bark of relief. “Twins! I was so worried I might be barren or something.”

      “I knew you weren’t barren,” Aurek said.

      “You have no idea,” she retorted.

      “It had only been a few months.”

      Pregnant… Aurek was right. A few months was not long. Still, it didn’t escape me that this meant Himika got pregnant right after I had mated with her. I had gone into heat for her, and rock dragons in heat rarely failed to produce a child. One might assume the blood knew when it was time. Especially after all the fuss about how I had the blood of King Orvenu…

      What if it’s my child?

      It will be one quarter rock dragon. Is that enough dilution to produce a child worthy of a queen? Or will it be…

      The rock dragons were playing in the waves. One of the small females found a colorful shell and held it up in triumph, letting out a little cry that warned other dragons off from her treasure.

      It could be too much of a beast for the high dragon court. To be a prince or princess…and if that is the case, they will be shunned and live a life of misery. They’ll be just smart enough to know they aren’t good enough…

      “I hope they’re Seron’s,” Aurek said earnestly. “But this means we have a time limit. Seron has to see the birth of your first children.”

      “I hope so…”

      “Ez? You haven’t said a word,” Aurek said. “If Himika is happy, you can be happy for her, whatever dark thoughts are swirling around your brain.”

      Himika gave him a little swat. “Well, don’t bully him into it. Ezeru, it’s okay. I told you, I’ll be happy with any child I might have with any of you.”

      “You say that now, but you haven’t given birth to one of them.” I watched them and I could practically feel my insides shattering into two. I was always torn between worlds. My instincts saw the rock dragons as my own kind. I understood all their squawks and signals and I knew how to talk to them. As Himika said, they idolized me. But other times, I hardly felt worthy of them, because when I looked at them, I felt disgusted with myself. Their presence was a constant reminder of what I really was at heart: an animal, who mated based on scent and instinct, and cleaned his plate of anything that looked like food.

      “I’m not worried,” Himika said. “Anyway…only one quarter of its blood will be rock dragon.”

      That was exactly what I did not want her to say. Himika was one of the most kind hearted girls I had ever known, but she was still a human queen, not an angel. She had her own reputation to uphold. “Exactly. But if that blood comes out strongly, then what will you say? What will you all say?”

      “I didn’t mean—I’m sorry.”

      “Never mind,” I said, turning away.

      Aurek took a step closer to me. “Are you going somewhere?”

      “I think I just would rather be alone—”

      “You will not go and be alone anymore,” Aurek said. “Himika loves you and she loves the rock dragons, and there is no use in brooding over something that hasn’t even happened. We all have our problems. I’m about to stumble and fumble my way over the whole human kingdom. You think a part of me might rather not go be alone? But what’s the use of that? If I think about the skills I lack, I’m tossing aside the skills I have. Muster your pride, for Himika’s sake. She lost Oszin and Seron and we don’t really know for sure what will happen or what state they’ll be in when they come back. Your place is at her side, as she carries our children. And they are all of our children, no matter who the father might technically be.”

      Himika looked startled. “Aurek, I don’t mind if he wants to be alone.”

      I looked at Aurek’s unfocused amber eyes and cringed inwardly. His speech cut to the bone.

      “No,” I said. “He’s right. I’m used to retreating from the world. In the mist dragon court, they didn’t really want to see me. But this is a different place. I have to stop…thinking of it as if I’m still back there. I can see the truth right in front of me, and the truth is that you accept me and the rock dragons, so I shouldn’t doubt you. But doubt is…”

      “Doubt is survival,” Himika said. “At least, it was, wasn’t it? Well…the truth is, we…we don’t really always know how we’ll feel. Of course I want my children to be the best. If they were like you, I wouldn’t mind. If they’re more like rock dragons…I think we might both be a little sad for them, because we know their life would be harder. But I can’t imagine that I would not love your son or daughter. We would do what we could to protect them and ready them to protect themselves.”

      You’re not horrified to give birth to a rock dragon?

      I didn’t say that. It seemed an insult to the concern in her eyes.

      I watched the rock dragons playing in the surf. Now all the children were looking for shells. But Aknu and Nuru were walking together down the shoreline, Nuru trying to outdistance Aknu a little, her tail in the air, but then always glancing back to make sure he was following her—a mating dance, to be sure.

      “Yes,” I said. “If you should ever honor me with a child, I will do my best for them.”

      Still, deep down, I hoped all of Himika’s children were crystal dragons, beautiful and untroubled by a life torn between worlds.
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      Himika

      

      No one would teach me to ride a horse.

      “We’ll give you a carriage, of course,” the master of the stables said.

      “Surely you have a gentle horse I could ride,” I insisted. “I have all day to learn before we leave tomorrow. Remember, I don’t have glass bones anymore, so you don’t have to protect me.” As he looked uncertain, I took out my knife and did a few of the choreographed slashes and strikes Aurek had taught me on one of the posts in the stable.

      “I’ll teach her.”

      I turned. Niko and his mother Peri were walking into the stables behind me. I guess I wasn’t the only one who wanted to secure my own horse for the journey.

      I wasn’t very happy about that. Niko’s conduct around me was not befitting a queen.

      He had a few apples in his hand, and he fed one to a horse and then Peri, seeing that they were safe, took one and did the same. She chuckled at its big teeth and lips and made a hand gesture.

      “They are funny looking,” Niko said.

      “Do you understand her sign language already?”

      “No. But I can guess.”

      Peri shrugged. Ezeru was the only one who actually knew her signs. Whenever I saw her, I felt very nervous thinking that Oszin and Seron were in the hands of the people who cut her tongue out, but Peri was such a lively person that it was hard to feel too uncomfortable around her, and she helped to redeem Niko in my eyes. He treated her well, anyway.

      Niko snapped his fingers at the master of the stables. “Let’s get these ladies the best horses around.”

      Ugh. He really was bossy. I should be the one to order up my own horses.

      It did the trick, though. The stablemaster gave up on arguing and found us two pretty horses and one handsome horse, as far as horses could be pretty or handsome, which was a surprising amount. Someone had groomed my horse recently and braided her tail. Niko was fairly patient in teaching us both to ride, and when he tried to get snarky with me, Peri didn’t let him get away with it.

      At one point, she whipped a notepad out of her pocket and wrote in the dragon language, I’m sorry about my son. When I last saw him, he was a real sweetheart, so it’s not my fault.

      I nodded, suppressing a laugh. “You might be able to whip him into shape yet.”

      Niko turned sharply. “What are you saying over there?”

      Peri shot him a look and shook her head.

      “I shudder to think of when you meet Phoebe,” he said.

      The next morning we set off, with fresh supplies and horse-drawn carts so we could carry proper food and tents. But we were still mostly on foot. I tried to get Aurek on a horse, to spare him the walk, but he refused.

      “Maybe later. I like to be on my own two feet, in case we run into trouble. I can’t turn into a dragon while I’m on top of a horse. And I must say, there’s a lot of room to be a dragon here. I could spread my wings.”

      The path was wooded and still mostly empty of other travelers, except for military patrols. I noticed a weird tingle in certain spots, as if I could sense magic in the plants. Maybe it was from working with my garden underground, but I couldn’t quite tell where it was coming from. I tried to explain that to the guys.

      “Hm. Do you feel it now?”

      “A little.”

      “Where is it coming from?”

      “Um…everywhere and nowhere. I can’t tell. I noticed it around these blue flowers a little while back, but then we passed other flowers that were just the same, and I didn’t feel it at all.”

      “Magic?” Ezeru asked.

      “Oh, yes. Definitely magic.”

      “Is it a good feeling?”

      “Yes. It’s a lot like my garden…but maybe even nicer. It feels like crystal magic and sunlight at the same time. I just wish I could tell what it was.”

      “When we stop for dinner, you should try to concentrate until you figure it out,” Aurek said.

      “Well, I don’t know if I can figure it out. Or if it matters.”

      “Remember what I told you about sword practice?” he asked.

      “Uhh…patience?” I said, annoyed.

      “Magic isn’t just going to slap you in the face and tell you how to use it,” he said. “But if you sense a little of it, you might as well see where it leads.”

      “I sense magic here, too,” Ezeru said. “Plenty of it. There’s rock everywhere. Sometimes it’s right under our feet. Past the dirt.”

      That sparked something in me. “Maybe what I’m sensing is under the plants. Like over there.”

      “Where? Let me see.”

      The caravan slowly passed us, soldiers staring at their king pro tem with amusement while he patted the ground.

      “You’re right. There are veins of crystal under the ground here and there,” Aurek said. “But it’s not nearly as powerful as I’m used to.”

      “I feel like it’s more powerful,” I said. “I wonder if it’s because I’m human…” I gathered some of the plants growing over the vein of crystal. It would be a good way to keep working on magic even though I had to leave my garden behind. I bound different samples of flowers and leaves, although I didn’t recognize most of the plants. I couldn’t make tea out of them until I looked them up to make sure they weren’t toxic.

      Anyway, it was good to have something to pass the time, because we were very slow. I thought it was a long journey in a horse-drawn carriage, but an entire army on foot was much longer still. We kept having to stop to get more supplies in different towns. People cheered us and fed us delicious feasts everywhere we went, but it was exhausting. I tried to take breaks by riding my horse and that was exhausting in a different way. But I refused to ride in the carriage, even if my feet fell off. I had already spent too much time as a weakling to go back to that. At the end of each day I collapsed into unconsciousness.

      All the while, there was a count in my head of how many days it had been since I saw Oszin and Seron, and I never forgot that count. Beyond the count of days was a darker count, of how many nightmares I had of terrible things happening to them. But I forced myself not to brood. That was how I got through every day, shoving a smile onto my face, shoving my feet down the path, shoving myself into not giving up.

      We had a bit of a break in the resort town of Pentia. I could relax my poor aching muscles and scrub off the travel grime in a warm bath, although it was not the big pool of hot water I was used to in the dragon realm. The square tub was made for one person. It stood in one corner of the room, on a platform of tiles, with a curtain around it.

      “You can go first, Himika,” Ezeru said. “You must be aching.”

      I definitely wanted to go first, but I also hated to act as if I was the weakest member of the group. “We can flip a coin or something. Aurek is probably as tired as I am and he stepped in horse dung a few times.”

      “It’s all right,” Aurek said. “That’s what boots are for and I left them outside.” He was picking at a tray of fruit. “Your muscles are surely aching and your body is making two new people. You seem to be feeling well so far, but that must have having an effect.”

      “Well, I’ve been drinking that tea the handmaidens gave me every single day. It’s the tea the priestess takes, and she doesn’t have time to get sick.”

      “The priestess has special powers,” Aurek said.

      “I want to have special powers, even if I have to invent them in my own head. I don’t want to be the only one who’s tired. I want to flip a coin!”

      Aurek laughed. “You’re too stubborn for your own good.”

      Ezeru looked at me with a gaze that made my skin tingle. He threw open the curtains around the bathtub. “I need you tonight, Himika. So you must rest.”

      Now my skin was burning. My nipples peaked beneath my thin gown.

      Ezeru saw the signs of my desire, and a faint smile crossed his face briefly. Emboldened, he untied my sash and threw it onto a nearby chair, and then plucked open the buttons of my dress and pulled it off my head. I didn’t stop him; didn’t want to stop him, even though I had been far too weary to think of sex the past few days. He yanked off my underwear.

      “Get in the bath and relax,” he said, his voice low. “Spare your energy.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, sinking into the warm water. My hair floated in the water.

      He took off his shirt and picked up the sponge. Unfortunately, he moved behind me before I got to really admire his muscular arms. He had a sturdiness, and a somewhat grayish hue to his skin, that matched his element. Ezeru reached in the water and lathered up my arms and breasts.

      Aurekdel, surprisingly, stayed out of it, although he was obviously listening.

      Ezeru washed my hair, toweled it off, and motioned for me to hand him my feet so he could scrub those off too. He didn’t say much. Aurek must have been bored. He was also so urgent, his cock rising in his pants, that I could tell he wasn’t really thinking about getting every last bit of travel grime out from between my toes. The whole bath took less than ten minutes.

      I didn’t really care.

      “Stand up,” he said.

      When I did, he pulled me onto his lap and stroked me between the legs with the rough washcloth. I bucked against his strong grip as the cloth tickled my clit seemingly from every angle at once. He rinsed off the washrag and scraped it across me again, getting water all over his pants and the floor. Then he picked up my naked body and threw me down on the bed.

      Gods, he was gorgeous and he had no idea just how gorgeous he was, that was obvious. He didn’t have the swaggering arrogance of other handsome men, but he would be justified in having it. There was a softness to his black, shoulder length hair, a refinement to the line of his jaw and mouth, a feral beauty to his eyes, a more brutish aspect to his brow. Even though the experiments Izeria subjected him to twisted his back a little, it just made me think of a dragon or a wolf, like he was about to walk on all fours. He was my beast even as he was as well-spoken as any of my other men.

      My body was trembling, my sex wet with anticipation of what I knew would be a hard, animal claiming.

      “This is interesting,” Aurek said.

      “I need her,” Ezeru grunted, struggling with his own buttons. He stopped, breathing hard. “I thought the heat would pass once she was pregnant.”

      “Well, it’s possible you’re not ‘in heat’ anymore,” Aurek said. “It’s possible this is just the way you’re going to feel whenever you see her or smell her or hear her voice, because you know she’s yours and such a thought is so unbearably wonderful that all you can think of is wanting to feel it again and again. And then we just call it ‘in love’…”

      “In love. I expected that to feel more…lofty.”

      “Nah. Not unless you’re already a lofty sort of person. It is, just as much, a torturous, violent sort of feeling…but enough talk. Don’t leave ripe fruit hanging on the vine.” Aurekdel’s hand drifted to my hungry sex and his fingers stroked me there, in a brief tease, before he went back to his own business, whatever that was.

      “Love…” Ezeru looked at me. He unfastened his trousers buttons with a tad more patience.

      Maybe I should have said something poetic about love back to him. But I was only thinking about how much I wanted to feel him, and I made a little pleading sound instead.

      In another moment, I got what I wanted as he shoved my knees up and plunged deep into me. Ezeru certainly wasn’t the most patient of lovers. But I had Aurekdel to seduce me, and Oszin to treat me like a princess. I screamed with satisfaction as Ezeru took what he needed. His hands gripped me, his breath quick, and I would belong to him until he was sated. Once he succumbed to his desire there was nothing to do but ride his strength, my fingers digging into the covers, my breath coming fast. Warmth swept through my in waves, each one coming to settle on the shore of my desire as Ezeru clutched my legs, stroking me fast, every thrust pushing me higher, until the sensation felt like I was flying.

      He shouted with pleasure and relief as he came hard inside me. I came at the same time, but in a soft, unsatisfied sort of way. I needed more. He slowed down, his breath ragged.

      “Mm…” Aurek made a satisfied sound. “Sounds like you’re really taking to your role, King of the Rock Dragons.”

      “My role…what’s that? We’ve already produced children.”

      Aurek sat down beside me on the bed and leaned close enough to give me a brief, teasing kiss. “Keeping our queen in her place.” He tweaked my nipple, while I was still shuddering from the aftershocks of the orgasm. It was rippling through me slowly, even still, never quite catching somehow. I suppose it had been too many days of admiring Aurek and Ezeru without satisfaction.

      “Have mercy on me…,” I breathed to Aurek, because I knew more was to come.

      “Is that what you want?” He lifted my shoulders off the bed, supporting me. Ezeru was still inside me.

      Aurek’s fingers brushed my chin, and he drew me into a slow, sensual kiss, his tongue exploring me gently. My core was blazing, blooming with wet heat, and I whimpered. Aurek’s arms were around me, supporting me, and Ezeru didn’t draw back. He slipped his hands around my waist, and when Aurek drew back, now he kissed me too.

      “I could have you again,” he whispered.

      “Again?” Aurek said. “How are you already ready to have her again? Did you ever really stop having her the first time? You really are some sort of otherworldly creation.”

      “Don’t make him feel bad,” I said.

      “Bad? I’m jealous.”

      “I don’t feel bad about that,” Ezeru said. “I don’t think you’re really done yet, are you, Himika?”

      “N—no…” Aurek was fondling my breasts gently now, driving me to distraction.

      “Well, I want to finish what I started,” Ezeru said, with another one of his very quick smiles, as if he wanted to look happy but his face wasn’t used to the shape.

      Meeting my eyes—Ezeru’s eyes were always so serious, hardly even blinking—he pushed deeper into me again. This time, he was slower. I could feel every single inch of his length pushing in, and drawing back. In and out, in and out, slowly, so slowly… My back pressed against Aurek’s bare chest.

      “I still want you,” Aurek whispered, his fingers stroking my sweet spots. Now he pushed me more into Ezeru’s arms and nudged into my nether hole. Aurek had never claimed me there; he had the thickest shaft. His body promised intense sensation. I was ready. I was ready for them to fill me, to become a part of them. One never knows when it might be the last time, I thought, and now it can never be too much.

      There were tears in my eyes. “More…”

      “More? I think that’s all we’ve got,” Aurek said, with a soft chuckle. “Two isn’t enough now?”

      “No…I guess not…” I shut my eyes, holding tight to Ezeru while they quickly found a rhythm with me. Before long, I was driven to a true climax, the one I hadn’t quite reached before, so intense that I was keening and begging, and when it was over I practically shoved them away. I couldn’t handle anymore. Maybe Ezeru couldn’t either, now, because after a few loud groans of pleasure he was breathing raggedly.

      “It’s all right, don’t panic now,” Aurek said, giving Ezeru a little pat on the shoulder. “I hope we didn’t break him.”

      “No, no,” Ezeru said. “Far from it. I feel cleansed after these moments with you.”

      “Cleansed?”

      “The mist kingdom felt like such a hateful place. I’ll need a lot of good moments to smother it.” But he tried out another brief smile, and his fingers brushed the spot where Aurek patted his shoulder. “It isn’t just this, my queen. It’s every moment I spend with you…and King Aurekdel and King Seron. You treated me fairly from the start. I can imagine a day where I might only ever think of Dvaro and Izeria in passing.”

      “Dvaro,” Aurek said, “is dead. So that’s one you can banish from your mind.”

      I collapsed onto the bed.  but before I knew it, Ezeru was picking me up and pointing me toward the bath. “Wha?”

      “We’ve made a mess of you,” he said. “One more scrub, unless you would like me to lick it up. That is what a rock dragon would do with his mate…”

      “Not now! I would die!”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Just imagine if Seron and Oszin were here,” Aurek said.

      “If they were here, they could do whatever they wanted to me,” I said. “I can say that…since they’re not…”

      “Lucky them, eh.” Aurek walked to the window, and stood there with the sea air blowing at his hair. I knew what he was thinking. I would bet he had his own count of days, and his own count of nightmares.
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      The cell door slammed shut on me. I wrapped my hands around the bars. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Yes. You may.” Izeria seemed a little friendly to me, as murderous queens go. I guess I’d been useful.

      “If you wanted him dead…why didn’t you just poison him yourself? A little bit over time, even?”

      “I could have done that,” she said softly. “Somehow…I just couldn’t bring myself… Silly as it sounds. It was easy, wasn’t it?”

      “I guess it was. Just a few drops in a cup. I’ve done worse.”

      “Haven’t we all,” she said, and then I was sorry I’d given her a chance to say we were the same.

      “What now?” I asked her.

      “Well, you’ll be fed well enough, and I won’t kill you, and you ought to be very thankful to have that much,” she said. “You came here as an assassin. It was lucky for you that I found you useful, but I won’t forget why you came either.”

      “I don’t expect you would.”

      “You’ll rot here.” She paused. “Well, actually, we’ll be moving north. So you might rot there. You’ll hear reports, of course. I have plans for your kin. I know the high dragons will never follow me as a beloved queen, but they might kneel to me in terror before long. I have sent some of my dragons to meet your friends, and they are armed with one of the more rare and dangerous of all mists. One that will steal away a person’s memories and make their mind as fresh and open to persuasion as a child.”

      What? I knew my face betrayed some fear, damnit. I hated being trapped here, unable to do anything about it.

      “I’m going to use it on Ezeru, of course,” she said. “Because I did make some mistakes with him. Huge mistakes. I guess he was more…sensitive than I realized?” She sounded a little incredulous. “It’s not too late to fix them, though… Dvaro hated Ezeru. That was always the trouble. But he’s done now, and I will tell Ezeru that he is…” Her mouth scrunched. “He’s special, isn’t he? I didn’t mean for him to be so very special. I just meant for him to be strong. Our own creations get away from us.”

      “I can’t say I relate.”

      She shook her head. “What am I doing, talking to some human? Well, it doesn’t matter, that’s why. I know you’re not making it out of here alive. I will see to it. But if you’re smart, I’ll let you live a long, long time. We let Perina live a long time. I think you know about that.”

      “You let her go,” I said, for some stupid reason.

      “She was a bad influence on Ezeru. So she had to go, and Dvaro had to go. Now, I will be the queen, and Ezeru will be my heir. My prince. I’m going to marry him to one of the most beautiful mist dragons in the kingdom, and she’s a good fighter too. They’ll be happy together. That’s how it should have been all along.”

      “Don’t you worry that somewhere, deep down, Ezeru will still know?”

      Her eyes snapped to me and it was obvious that she was very worried about this. “You are a handsome little human. Be good and quiet, and I’ll find a use for you. Oh, yes…you can’t even turn into a dragon. So you’d be a companion for someone. An older woman, I think, would be best. We don’t need any human babies here.” She reached through the bars and smacked my cheek. “Be good.”

      I grabbed her arm and twisted it back, not enough to hurt her, but enough to warn her. “I want to make it clear, then. That is something I won’t do. I really don’t want to die, but if the choice is between being a dragon’s plaything and death, I’ll take death. I will always take death rather than being forced against my will.”

      “Ohhh…but you would never know you were being forced,” she said. “You would be so high on mist. You would accept it all. Something to think about.” She wrenched her arm away. Before she left the room, she looked at me again. Her looks sent ice down my spine.

      I didn’t really know what she wanted.

      I had a lot of time to think back on killing King Dvaro. Putting the poison in his cup wasn’t hard. But watching him froth at the mouth and curse and the way his skin turned a weird color as he clawed at the ground…

      Poison really was a shameful way to kill someone. I lay back on my shabby cot in the cell and prayed to the Kamiri gods to forgive me for doing something like that. I couldn’t call it cowardly; I was trying to help Aurekdel and Ezeru get revenge.

      Sure was anticlimactic, though.

      Izeria is the one who raised Ezeru. Maybe she was the power behind the throne…

      As Dvaro was dying, Izeria held his hand and genuine tears flowed down her cheeks. At least, they certainly seemed genuine. It was bizarre to watch. Even as guards were handcuffing me and dragging me out, I was watching her. We were the only two people in the room who knew what had really happened, and there she was, looking for all the world like she was really suffering. Like she really loved him.

      I certainly would have been fooled. Which meant, this was a very untrustworthy woman, one who could honestly weep for a man she’d just murdered.

      In my cell, I kept shivering, even though it wasn’t cold.

      It was a rectangular room, about the size of the main room in the tiny cottage where I grew up, which felt pretty claustrophobic to me these days. But our cottage had windows. This room didn’t. The walls were made of stone. It felt like a castle basement, which I guess it was, and occasionally I heard rock dragons chittering or someone crying out.

      I never thought I ran any risk of dying alone in a basement.

      But I’d volunteered for this. And I had killed Dvaro, after all. Maybe not the way I’d intended, but he was dead.

      No one brought me dinner that night. My stomach growled and gnawed. I’d forgotten what this felt like. It brought back aching memories of my mother counting out money and days, puzzling over how to make it stretch. It was just the way life was; all our neighbors lived the same way. But when I become the captain of Himika’s guard, I knew my mother would never count money like that again. And she never would. I trusted Himika to make sure my parents were provided for, even if something happened to me.

      I tried not to think about Himika too much.

      If I died, I would cause her so much pain.

      I wondered what my parents would think. They knew the price of their son rising in the ranks.

      I think they’d understand more than Himika would. It would hurt them, but…poor people can’t afford
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