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      It was a golden summer evening. The soft light permeating the shimmering treetops, their leaves rustling rhythmically in the warm, gentle breeze. The scent of earth, of nature, rose softly up from the ground, a beautiful, indescribable thing.

      I felt myself welling with emotion, in a way that I secretly hoped no one would see.

      I was overwhelmed. Not only by the beauty of the scene, but the fact of sharing it with the small, innocent life at my side. Ynder, my child, paced along beside me, still a boy, but already displaying subtle signs of the man I knew he would one day become. A man, I hoped, would take after his father's own image, but who would inherit only the best of him. Leaving behind his weaknesses, his doubts, and his uncertainties. Uncertainties, I realized, I had never felt before. Doubts and weaknesses I had never known before when I was young, but which had arisen late in my life. Only when the little one beside me had come into existence. He and his two brothers, Fri and Nol.

      The three of them were my treasures. Far greater was my love for them than for this entire kingdom that would one day be theirs to inherit, as deep and as permeating as it had always been.

      If you had asked me, when I was the age that Ynder was now, reaching for low branches as he walked and snapping them casually off along the way, I told you that no pride I experienced could eclipse that which I felt for this land, and what it represented. The pride of the Protectors. One of the last vestiges of dragonkind in all the world, fortified against the human race, and their antagonism toward us.

      Once, I would have done anything to protect it, and that was still true today.

      But the bravado of youth had since been tempered, altered from the state it had once taken. I wasn't so bold as I once might have been. My fury at the thought of these woods being taken, stolen away from me, was diluted by the love I had for my boys. For the world they had become, eclipsing the one I had known before them, and taking its place.

      Them, and their poor departed mother, god rest her soul.

      Andra, the love of my life. Along with the blessings she bestowed upon me before her untimely passing.

      There wasn't a day that I didn't mourn for her, and yet I was as thankful, with each new morning, for the time I'd been granted to spend with her. I was endlessly grateful, for the blessings she had given me in her time. For our three boys.

      I missed her like a limb, like some sacred part of me I might never recover.

      But I had never stopped being strong for her, for our children, or for our kingdom.

      Sometimes, on nights like tonight, when the dying light was just right, and the breezes blew just so, I would see traces of her in them. In their gestures. Their mannerisms. Ynder's jet black hair and gleaming golden eyes.

      We used to walk out here together, she and I. And though I had never confided this to the boys whenever we would spend this time together, it was meaningful to me beyond words to be able to relive those carefree hours with them. To still have some small part of her with me, even if, these days, such stolen hours were anything but carefree...

      I sighed, and placed my hand on Ynder's shoulder, patting him affectionately, then tussling his hair. He gave me a kind of look, the sort that a boy his age tended to give his affectionate father. A look of mild annoyance, of longsuffering with my antics, yet clearly unable to suppress a smile all the same.

      “Don't,” he said, brushing my hand away after a few seconds, and then straightening out his mussed black hair, as though there were anyone out here he might need to impress.

      I smiled at this. Thinking of how very like me he was at this age. We shared an ego, a sense of importance, and I wondered if he knew– but how could he know?– that his arrival in my life had been the very thing to strip me of that ego. That once this joy in my life existed, it became paramount for me, to do everything I could to ensure the very best possible life for him. And this pursuit, I quickly learned, left very little room for my ego to abound.

      “This will all be yours someday,” I said, thinking I must have said it a thousand times before now, though he didn't seem annoyed by the fact.

      “Some day,” he said, a little uncertainly. “But...”

      He trailed off, seeming to be lost in thought, troubled by something. I waited patiently, then placed my hand gently on his shoulder. “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “No, it's okay. Tell me what's on your mind,” I insisted.

      He stared off into the distance for a moment, as though he, himself, was still trying to decipher what was on his mind. Then he looked up at me, his eyes only occasionally meeting mine directly, flitting frequently off to one side as he spoke.

      “It's just... When it is mine... That means it won't be yours anymore. Which– which means that you won't be here, either...”

      He looked away altogether after he'd finished saying this, kicking at a clump of undergrowth. I frowned, realizing that I hadn't been thinking.

      Of my three sons, Ynder had taken the loss of their mother the hardest, and these days the specter of death never seemed to stray too far from his mind. Not to mention, the recent political climate, the tensions between our people and the faction known as the Dark Ones, made the future seem, at times, highly uncertain. I wouldn't have dared to admit this, but sometimes I wondered myself how honest I was being, when I told my son that this land would one day be his.

      It was something I told myself I believed. That it would be true as long as I believed it, and that the day I began losing that conviction, would also be the day it all started slipping away from me.

      A luxury that I simply could not afford...

      I sighed, smiled, and shook my head, trying to reassure him.

      “No, son. You don't need to worry about that. I'm going to be here for a long, long time. I'll be here to take care of you and your brothers until you're all grown up, until I've made sure you're strong and able to look after yourselves. Then, guess what? You'll be able to take care of me when I'm old! Doesn't that sound fun?”

      To my relief, this broke a smile across Ynder's face, and he shook his head.

      “No!” he laughed, as though he couldn't believe that I might seriously consider that fun for him.

      “Well, okay... You can be king and I'll have Nol take care of me. Give me baths, wipe my wrinkly old butt for me... He'll love that, don't you think?”

      “Yeah, I bet!” said Ynder, the tension all but diffused now. Nol, though the youngest of my boys, was easily the most rebellious, and least inclined to do what was asked of him. The thought of him being willing to spend his adult life looking after his old decrepit father was inherently funny to both of us, and soon we both found that we couldn't stop laughing.

      I tried to think of something else I might say. One last bit of reassurance to give my eldest boy. But the moment seemed too perfect now, the dying light making our faces barely visible, but the white of our eyes and teeth seeming to cast a spectral glow in the encroaching darkness.

      “Come here, son,” I decided to say instead, and pulled my boy into my arms, holding him close. I was surprised he allowed me, for at least a few seconds. I wanted to tell him I loved him, but I felt like I'd already gotten too saccharine on him, and anything more syrupy at that point would be sure to give him diabetes.

      Sure enough, he pulled himself away from me as I was still enjoying the beating his little heart up against my belly, and I decided that I'd better not press my luck with him any further than I'd done.

      “It's getting dark,” I observed.

      “No shit,” he mouthed, and I couldn't help but laugh.

      “Language!” I said, still smiling.

      “Sorry,” he said, whipping a fallen branch casually up against a tree trunk, splitting it in two.

      “What do you say we head back in? Get something to eat?”

      “Yeah, I'm starving,” he said, and we started out toward home.

      We hadn't gone far before I smelled what I thought was smoke, and I could see what appeared to be emerald flames far off in the distance.

      “Shit...” I muttered under my breath, and Ynder looked up at me, like, Why do you get to say it and I don't?

      All of the sudden I heard the sound of footsteps racing toward me, and a voice calling out frantically across the night:

      “Sir! Sir! Alza! King Alza, sir! Thank god you're here!”

      A figure emerged through the blackness, running wildly toward me, his wide eyes shining in the moonlight. It was Esir, one of my closest assistants and confidantes, out of breath by the time he drew near.

      “Esir! Are you alright? Jesus, what happened?!”

      “It's the Dark Ones... They're starting to get crazy! They were holding a meeting, and some of the men and I broke them up, tried to chase them down, but... Oh, you've just got to see!”

      He started off in the direction from which he'd come, clearly expecting me to follow his lead, though I hesitated a moment before finding the motivation to do so.

      I looked down at Ynder, so small and so helpless at my side. The grounding force in my life, those eyes the only thing I saw whenever I was about to consider doing something rash or foolish.

      “Dad?” he said, confused, like he couldn't understand why I hadn't already followed after my companion.

      I thought for a moment, reasoned that Esir wouldn't be asking me to follow him with Ynder by my side, if there was any immediate danger still to be feared. And so I drew my boy close to me, gripping his shoulder more firmly than before, so as to impress upon him the seriousness of obeying.

      “Stay by my side,” I told him, and Ynder nodded, as though it was something he didn't even need to be told– in that regard, anyway, I was grateful it was my eldest by my side, rather than, say, Nol the rebel.

      The two of us hurried along, Ynder keeping pace with me even as my footsteps bounded across the undergrowth.

      Soon the two of us emerged onto a clearing, Esir standing in the center of it.

      “See?! God, it's a horrible!”

      I did see, and it was horrible.

      Instinctively I shoved Ynder behind me, as much for protection, as for the desire to keep him seeing what I was seeing. There was no real use to this, however, as he just as easily poked his head around to the other side of me, and managed to see anyway.

      “God damn it,” I muttered under my breath, staring at the ugliness of it all, trying not to let it overwhelm me.

      A number of signs lay abandoned across the clearing, some posted on the trees, some set ablaze by both gold and emerald flame.

      They read:

      “Man is Menace”

      “Humanity is Inhuman”

      “Wreckers Get Wrecked”

      “Bow to the Dark Ones”

      “Ryl is Our Only King”

      “Mankind Shall Burn”

      “Die, Wreckers!”

      “Masters of Mankind”

      “No More Hiding”

      Etc., etc., etc.

      They appeared to be written in blood...

      I looked around at the burning woods, the signs of struggle between my men and the dragon supremacists, our multicolored flames slowly consuming the very world over which they fought.

      Then, at the center of it all, what appeared to be a body. Lifted high up in the air, strung from the trees, its form crackling with bright green flames.

      “Is that...?” I asked in horror, dreading the answer.

      “No,” said Esir, sounding as relieved as I was by his answer. “We thought it was, at first. An actual human. But no. No, it's just an effigy. For now, it's just an effigy. But you know it's on their minds. You know, as soon as Ryl feels confident enough in his support, it'll be the next step...”

      “God damn it,” I sighed, thinking I had never hated anyone in my life with a fraction of what I felt toward Ryl, leader of the Dark Ones. “And... And the signs. Whose blood are they written in, or do you know?”

      “We have no idea,” said Esir, shaking his head. “Might just be animal blood. Or it might be... Not animal blood... We plan to scour the woods once we get the fire put out, see if there are any bodies. Some of the men are still trying to chase after the Dark Ones who were meeting here, and the rest have gone back to the kingdom to fetch water, to try and get this put out before it spreads.”

      “Good, that's good,” I said, trying to think a million steps ahead, but struggling to process the awfulness of it all, and the sense of an impending doom, whose progress I was consistently failing to slow down. “Ryl,” I said, finally returning my focus to the man at the center of all this. “Was he here? Did you see him? Did you catch him?”

      I already supsected the answer to this latter question.

      “We aren't sure,” said Esir. “Things got crazy fast once our men showed up to ruin the party. I didn't see him, and I don't know that anyone else did. We think they've been gathering more and more frequently these days, and it wouldn't be unusual for Ryl not to attend except during the most important meetings. He knows he's a wanted man, and that his movement depends on his ability to remain both seen and unseen, wherever and whenever he wants to be.”

      I snarled, hands curling into fists.

      I had been grappling for months with the problem of what to do about Ryl and his growing waves of support. There seemed to be no good option. The traitors' heads could not be turned from the hateful ideology of anti-human sentiment that Ryl had sown among them, which was now spreading among their ranks like some infectious disease. And it certainly didn't appear to be a situation which could be solved by violence, either– enough of my men were buying the garbage he was selling them that the Kingdom might fall apart if I tried to war against the Dark Ones, generally. It would be nothing short of civil war for me to even think about trying it.

      No... It was Ryl himself. Ryl, that bastard, was at the root of all this. And somehow, some way, I needed to find him. I needed to track him down and put a stop to all of this, before I allowed it to go any further.

      “Dad?” I heard a small voice suddenly calling to me. I'd been trembling with anger, and I looked down, taken aback, suddenly remembering that Ynder now stood beside me, looking terrified for all his tough guy bravado.

      “Could you get him out of here, back to the castle? Make sure he's safe,” I ordered Esir.

      “Yes, sir. The other boys have already been taken care of, shut in their rooms. Nol was thrilled about that, I'm sure you can imagine...”

      “Go with Esir,” I told Ynder.

      “Dad?” he said again, seeming genuinely terrified.

      “It'll be alright,” I told him. “Just go with Esir, he'll keep you safe. I'll be back soon. It'll be alright. I need to stay here and have a look around. Make sure we aren't missing anything.”

      Ynder looked wholly skeptical, but he'd never been one to argue with me. He nodded, piped out a quiet little, “Be careful,” and was ushered off by Esir's side.

      I watched them go, staring after until they were both obscured by the haze of darkness. Then I turned back to the scene at hand, struggling to figure out what the hell I was going to do about this mess.

      I stared for a long time up at the human mannequin suspended from the treetops.

      My eyes watered from the flame and the smoke, and, though I tried not to admit it to myself, from the emotion of the scene.

      How could this hatred exist in the world?

      How could I have allowed this animosity to flourish within the boundaries of my own kingdom?

      And what if, I couldn't help but ask myself– what if, on some, perverse level, the Dark Ones were right?

      I shuddered at the thought, but the question had to be asked.

      I harbored no hatred toward the human race, and I would denounce to my dying breath the use of violence against them.

      But, the simple fact could not be denied, had they not spent decades, centuries, practicing violence against us? Had their brutal ways not driven our people to the precipice of extinction, sent us all into hiding, into an existence where we could never be our true selves?

      And as a king, had I failed my people in devising some solution to this oppression?

      What solution was there, I wondered? It was true, our race was inherently more powerful than theirs– just as, say, a bear, or a lion, or a great white shark, could easily tear a human being to shreds. One on one, there was simply no comparison between a dragon and a man.

      It was their numbers that made them a dangerous enemy to have. Their technological innovation. Their ability to inflict whatever cruelty on us they so chose, to wipe us out the moment we lifted our heads, whether to try and make peace, or to try and fight back.

      On some level, I could understand the Dark Ones' frustrations. On some level, I shared them.

      But the Dark Ones' methods, of attempting to exterminate or subjugate the entire human race, was anything but a solution. If anything, it was the precise opposite of one. It would only hasten our own demise, and intensify mankind's fervor to see us eliminated.

      Ryl and his men were deluded if they truly believed they could win against such an overpowered foe.

      But maybe that wasn't the point.

      Maybe it was just the years of frustration, the need to feel that they were actually making progress against the humans, that drove them toward their own destruction, to the destruction of our people at large.

      And was I any less to blame for that?

      What attempts had I made at brokering peace between our kind and the humans, at diffusing these tensions?

      What attempts could I make? For if I dared revealed our existence to the humans, there was no concealing it again, no stuffing the genie back into the bottle, regardless of whether they chose to accept us, or to persecute us further.

      What the hell could I do?

      I stepped up to one of the abandoned signs, its corners singed by flames. “The King Is Dead Long Live the King,” it said, Ryl's dark, nasty eyes leering out at me from their medium of blood.

      I scowled with hatred at his visage. I spit upon his poster board visage, and watched the saliva roll slowly down along the surface, gradually becoming engulfed by flame.

      And then, all at once, I heard again the sound of approaching footsteps.

      I knew somehow, instinctively, that it was not my men approaching...

      I turned on my heel, braced for a fight.

      Three darkened figures stood across the dancing flames, their eyes glowing red across the darkness, their twisted grins seeming to stand out some distance from the trio of faces.

      “Well, well, well... What have we here? Alza the Wrecker, the King of the Traitors himself!”

      “Admiring our handiwork, I see? It's good, isn't it?”

      “I for one can't wait for the day it's a real flesh and blood human up there, instead of a bunch of old bags and strings. Then again, humans don't really amount to too much more than that, do they? When you get right down to it...”

      “Even better yet, think how brilliant our dear leader here would look, hanging by his neck and lit up like a Christmas tree...”

      “Oh, yeah, I like that even better...”

      “Why don't we try it on for size, shall we?”

      And as one the men leapt at me. Their shadowy forms became massive. Their necks shot upward, tails unfurled and billowed between their open legs, and huge batlike wings jutted mightily from their backs. Their silhouetted skin blackened to scales of pure obsidian, glinting reflections of the green and amber flames rising upward all around them. All that remained constant was the penetrating vermillion of those glowing eyes, now surging toward me, the beasts' mouths opening, and preparing to spill out torrents of scorching emerald flame.

      I moved fast.

      I leapt up, twisted and contorted in midair, and underwent a similar transformation.

      My body became massive, larger by far than any of theirs. My skin was enveloped in a sheathe of gleaming gold scales. I beat my wings hard, and surged up off the ground, ready to kick these idiots' asses. Ready to give some recourse to the anger that I felt all the time toward these menaces.

      Ready to avenge the kingdom of the Protectors, as well as my beloved son, whose birthright they were so shamelessly attempting to take away from him.

      But I had news for them– they were not about to end the legacy of my great and mighty lineage.

      Not over my dead body...
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      Another late night at the office.

      More thankless hours, spent climbing up that hill, pushing the boulder up the mountainside, only for it to come sliding back down on me. Each rare victory I achieved felt hollow, only a passageway to another challenge to be faced, and another, and another after that. A win only meant more challenges for me, each victory over corruption and the persecution of the innocent was little more than a gateway to the next in line.

      And, I guess, I knew that that was what I signed up for. I believed, once upon a time, in my ability to change the world. To make it a better place. I was David, fighting against Goliath. I would win, because I had rightness on my side.

      So many people had told me, Melina, you know things don't really work that way, don't you? The best you can hope for is to make a dent in the system. You can ease the flow, but you can't stop it altogether. The more you overestimate how much you can accomplish, the more disappointed in yourself you'll feel when you don't measure up to your own expectations.

      Sometimes you just have to take your victories where you can get them. A small win can be better than no win at all. And on the days when it seems like you're not making a difference, just imagine what things would be like if you weren't there to stand up for what was right?

      I'd said I knew, I knew all of these things were true. Yet deep down I'd long clung to that sense of optimism, the laughable possibility that a lawyer, no matter what side they were on, could still somehow produce more good in the world than harm. And that, for that matter, that was exactly what I was doing.

      But I just didn't know anymore. It was hard to say, really, whether even I believed the stories I told myself...

      I was sinking... Sinking... Sinking...

      And then I jerked awake, gasping, veering my car across the road. I'd been clear over in the opposite lane, and if there had happened to be another vehicle there when I was, that would be it. End of the story.

      “Fuck,” I cursed, a rarity for me, once upon a time, but, honestly, a little bit less of one these days than I liked to admit.

      I should have gone home earlier. I'd been awake for at least twenty-four hours now, trying to cram in as much work for this case as I could possibly manage while I still had the chance to. I was fighting against a huge chemical corporation with an arsenal of lawyers at their beck and call, who stood accused of polluting my client's water supply, giving him cancer and causing serious birth defects in his poor little girl. I'd been infuriated the day the details of the case first found their way onto my desk, determined to fight for this man and get him the justice he deserved.

      The chemical company, however, had been relentless. They were setting up as many hurdles as they could possibly dream up to prevent my client from receiving what was owed him, and no matter how far I bent to try and limbo around their obstacles, they just kept finding new ways to screw him and his little girl over. Naturally, I kept getting angrier and angrier, and consequently I became more and more determined to do right by the two of them. But by now I was beginning to burn out, barely able to even think some days, and as important as all of this was, it became easy to lose sight of what I was fighting for, amongst the veritable mountains' worth of paperwork being shoved in my face every day.

      At first, the corporation had denied that they were responsible at all for the man's unwellness and that of his daughter. Then, after pummeling them as hard as I could in the matter, they'd given way some. They were offering my client money, though a substantially smaller amount than what he was asking for, and on the condition that he sign a nondisclosure agreement once they payment had been received– in other words, he was being paid to keep his mouth shut.

      Now, although the amount being offered was substantially less than what was being sought for him, it was still easily enough to turn someone's head, and make them think twice about how they should proceed.

      But not my client.

      No, my client viewed this offer as an insult at best, and something tantamount to a threat at worst.

      “That's bullshit! They're paying me to say they did nothing wrong? If they didn't do anything wrong, what the hell are they paying me for!”

      More than anything, he didn't want to let them get away with doing to anyone else what they'd done to him and his daughter. He refused to be silenced, to be insulted, to allow a human life to be devalued in the way that they had tried to do to him and his precious little girl.

      I'd been inspired by his fighting spirit. His unwillingness to quit. I'd decided, right then and there, that I would take this as far as he wanted it to go. As long as he was willing to fight, I was willing to fight for him.

      And yet I couldn't help but worry, even as I presented my case against the company with as much confidence and swagger as I could fake, whether this all or nothing attitude on my client's part, could leave him with the latter instead of the former...

      In any case, these fears made me determined to do everything I could to see this thing through to the end, and by now I was positively exhausted from the ordeal.

      Hell, I probably would have still been at the office had it not been for one of my paralegals, seeming antsy to get out of there for the night, and encouraging me to do the same, on the pretense that I appeared exhausted, and he was worried for my health.

      Really, I think he had a date or something, but I couldn't really argue with him past a certain point. I agreed we should both hang up our hats for the night, and reconvene tomorrow. Secretly, though, I had every intention of bringing my work home with me, finishing up the bit of work I'd been chipping away at through the day, or at the very least, continuing with it until I passed out altogether from physical exhaustion.

      Now if only I could manage to make it back to my apartment before that happened...

      I shook my head, trying to clear away the grogginess, then tried to think of away to avoid nodding off and killing myself if at all possible. I reached for my cupholder and grabbed the cup of coffee I'd had and forgot there that morning, so that by now it was pretty cold and rancid. I downed the rest of it anyway, forgetting that by now the caffeine was ceasing to have much in the way of a replenishing effect on me, and was instead just making me tense and jittery.

      Beggars, couldn't be choosers, though, and I tossed the empty cup under the passenger's seat, then grabbed my handheld tape recorder from the glove box, hoping that the act of making notes to myself might hold my attention.

      “Melina Mitchell, prosecuting attorney, in the case of Gregory Lewis versus Apex Chemical Corporation. On May ninth, a motion was filed with the court, to... To...”

      My train of thought was interrupted by a long, exaggerated yawn, which I was quite glad no one could see, because I felt like a snake unhingeing its jaw to swallow something larger than itself at that moment.

      “Sorry,” I apologized to my future self. “On May ninth, a motion was filed with the court to extend the due date of– What– What the hell is that?”

      I shut off the recorder.

      Fireworks? Wasn't it a little bit early for that?

      And wait, why were they coming from the woods, beside the road next to where I was driving?

      “That can't be right...” I said, sure, by now, that I was hallucinating. Or maybe dead.

      Bright, blinding flashes. Some of them golden. Some of them green. All so intense as to be almost white hot, forcing me to squint as I studied them, against the starry blackness of the night sky.

      “Am I having a seizure?” I muttered to myself.

      And then another, unexplainable symptom. The ground beneath my vehicle seemed to shake, to vibrate, as a low, swelling sound burst from somewhere up in the sky, like a thunderclap, or, more accurately, like some sort of roar, but from an animal that was unlike any I had ever heard before.

      And that, at last when I saw it.

      The huge black figure, rising up over the trees, beating its huge wings with such fervor that the treetops blew from the gale. Only wait– it wasn't black, but cast in shadow, and I saw now, glinting in the moonlight, that its body was covered in gleaming gold scales.

      I felt a jolt of horror, and yet I found myself overwhelmed by the sight of it. Something stirred inside me, a heartstring was pulled, and I was breathless.

      The beast, whose movements had been fierce and frenzied in the moments before now, suddenly seemed to pause, hovering in midair. Not long, maybe a fraction of a second. It turned, and I swear to God it was peering down at me, looking at me with wide, golden eyes, seeming to stare into my very soul.

      I gaped, mouth hanging open, thoughts frozen for a moment. And then I closed my eyes. Shook my head.

      “No. No, no, no, no, no. You're losing your shit Melina. You shouldn't be driving. You need to pull off the road, then call someone to come and get you. You're going to end up hurting someone...”

      I sat idling there, gripping the steering wheel. I closed my eyes. Held my breath. Expected to open my eyes again and see the monster vanished, disappeared from view.

      But then I opened my eyes. I looked again. And it was still there.

      And then, out of nowhere–

      WHAM!

      I screamed.

      Three more dragons had exploded out of the treetops, their huge bodies as inky black as I had taken the first one's to be, their eyes, even at a distance, clearly glowing a deep, penetrating red, like being looked at by a pair of laser pointers, in a way that can't be described as anything but sinister.

      The black dragons surged, throwing their bodies at the gold one, twisting, writhing through the air, like a cluster of snakes wriggling through one another.

      I sat there, frozen, feeling helpless, rooting for the gold dragon, outnumbered as he was, yet still not entirely able to convince myself that I was really seeing what I thought I was seeing.

      Shortly, however, that fact was all but confirmed for me.

      There was a huge burst of light, so bright this time that I had to squint from the intensity, and look away. When I opened my eyes again all I could see were stars, popping and flashing through my field of vision, and with terror I couldn't help but wonder whether I might have just been blinded.

      A moment later, however my vision returned. And the next thing I saw was one of the hue bodies, plummeting from the sky, falling down, down, down, hurdling straight toward me.

      I screamed, jammed my foot onto the accelerator, and screeched out of the way just in time. The dragon's massive body pounded into the ground, cracking up the asphalt around me, its huge, spiked tail slamming into the trunk of my car, embedding itself deep into its surface.

      I sat there, horrified, staring wide-eyed at the creature laying unconscious or dead on the ground in front of me, unable to comprehend what I was seeing.

      I want to wake up now! I want to wake up now! I want to wake up now!

      I jammed my foot on the accelerator. I needed to get the hell out of here.

      But the car wouldn't move. Not at first.

      The dragon's spiked tail was like a hook, locking me in place, its weight so intense that I could hardly extricate myself from under it.

      I started to panic.

      I hit the gas even harder, praying for a release.

      My speedometer went insane, going from forty, to fifty, to sixty, to eighty, and beyond...

      I heard the tearing of metal. My heart raced, and in my rear-view mirror I saw the monster's jagged tail, cutting through the trunk, tearing slowly, slowly free, almost, almost, and–

      KRASH!

      I screamed, wide-eyed, terrified.

      A second black dragon had fallen to the road, this one landing on its hind two feet, tearing up the pavement as its massive claws sunk into its surface. Its eyes beamed at me, its mouth opened, and it let out a horrifying roar, tears streaming from my eyes as I prepared myself for the end.

      And then, almost forgetting that I had my foot on the gas, the car suddenly jerked free from beneath the weight of the first dragon, and shot forward like a bullet, speeding across the pavement, tires screeching as I plummeted toward the very thing I feared most in the world.

      The dragon was absolutely gigantic, but I'd had my foot down so hard on the gas pedal that my car smashed straight through him, hitting what part of him I didn't even know for sure. He let out an unmistakably pissed off roar as I knocked him to the side and went racing past him, grateful to have made that impossible escape, but certain there was no way in hell I was going to survive the next several moments intact.

      I was losing control of my vehicle, trying to brake but prevented from doing so by my untenable speeds, and certain at any moment that I might upend the vehicle altogether, and be killed instantly when I did.

      I slammed into a guard rail, bounced back, and had settled down for only a moment, when my would be attacker came soaring toward me, eager to exact revenge for my accidental attack on it.

      I screamed.

      The lizard's jagged black tail arced across the night, momentarily eclipsing the moonlight shining down on me.

      I ducked, heart racing, and missed the beast's spiked tail by a matter of inches– and not even that, really, as one of the spikes dug into the nape of my neck, drawing blood as it dug across my flesh.

      I sat with my head between my knees, unable to breathe, certain I would die from a heart attack if this monster didn't finish the job itself. It let out a horrifying roar, and the next thing I knew gravity was vanishing. I was going up and up and up. I stared wide-eyed past my tears, trying to make any sense of this, until with horror I understood.

      It was lifting the car up with its tail, I was being elevated higher and higher and higher...

      Foolishly I peeked up, leering out through the opposite window, a feat made easier by the fact that the car was now angled on its side, the passenger's seat tilted toward the ground below.

      The ground far, far, far below...

      I felt a heat in my throat. I desperately fought the urge to throw up.

      It was like the view from the top of the Ferris Wheel at the state fair, but without the crucial assurance of an easy landing.

      Again, I screamed, so loud and so violently that it strained my vocal cords.

      There was a flash of something in the distance, out the opposite window– the third black dragon, I thought, being hurled toward the earth, smashing into the guard rail, slipping down the embankment...

      Whether that was actually the case, I couldn't immediately tell for sure. And before I had the chance to worry about it all that much, I suddenly had my own impending death to occupy my full and undivided attention.

      All at once I was jolting forward, then flung back, released from the dragon's tail, my vehicle being hurled through the air at tremendous speeds.

      The car did somersaults through the air, soaring from one side of the road to the other, arcing down toward the opposite of the road to the embankment, and at last plunging down, down down...

      This was it. This was the end.

      It was all over for me.

      There was no surviving this.

      I prayed, until the very last moment, for something to prove to me otherwise.

      But then the car was in the trees. It was slamming into the branches. Limbs were crashing through my windows, snapping off my rearview mirror, crushing my vehicle around me.

      BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!, the horrible sounds unlike anything I could have imagined.

      “Oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God!” I wept, papers soaring around me like a hurricane, flecks of broken glass cutting into me as they soared past me in all directions, the anticipation worse than anything, waiting, waiting, waiting for the force that would be the end of me, that would tear me from this life once and for all...

      But at the last second my plunge was stopped.

      My nerves seemed to leap entirely from my body, like a kind of whiplash, as my southward plunge was abruptly halted, and my body was sent soaring back up in the opposite direction.

      My body was vibrating. My nerves were frayed, and I was still trying to convince myself I wasn't dead.

      Only after several seconds did I dare to look up at my rescuer.

      It was the gold dragon, the one whose eyes I'd met up in the sky, the one the trio of black dragons had tried, and so far failed, to eliminate.

      It was rescuing me!

      I sat there, breathless, amazed to still be alive, amazed that any of this was happening, and trying my damnedest to make eye contact with the beast who'd saved me, staring and staring, unable, in the beast's focused state, to get him to look my way.

      It was just as well, though, as the creature needed as much of its wits about it as it could get at that particular moment.

      No sooner had it gotten me back up over the embankment, than the dragon who'd attacked me lunged at us once more, the last of the three black dragons still left standing, its thirst for blood evidently unaffected by the growing probability of its death.

      It opened its mouth and with a loud roar, expelled billows of emerald fire at the two of us, striking the side of the vehicle, the flames pouring through the busted open windows, the heat singeing my flesh. And before I knew it I'd been knocked free of my savior's grip, the vehicle spiraling through the air once again, the possibility that I was somehow still alive seeming more and more ridiculous with each new brush with death I faced.

      The gold dragon grabbed the car in its jaws, partly crushing the frame in its teeth as it did so, but preventing me from the deadly collision with the ground I would have faced had my landing not been buffered by it. The creature had just enough time to toss me away before the black dragon surged at it, sending me soaring dangerously, though still at a relatively safer distance, and leaving me braced for impact as I fell.

      The car slammed into the ground, bouncing hard on its wheels, my body jerking up against the seatbelt, and my internal organs feeling on the verge of rearranging themselves from the force of impact.

      Finally, though, the car settled into place, creaking dangerously around me, as though the whole damn thing might fall apart at any moment, and it was only me holding my breath that kept what remained of the thing in one piece.

      I sat there. Wide-eyed, astonished.

      Simply amazed. Certain there had been some mistake.

      Certain, despite what the evidence suggested, that I could not be alive.

      I looked down at my steering wheel, and scowled at it.

      “Why the hell do I even have an airbag?” I said aloud, and almost started laughing, lost in the bizarre, traumatized state that I was in.

      I was quickly pulled back to reality, however.

      There was another violent burst of light.

      I craned around in my seat, my body aching terribly from the effort, and I watched as the two dragons blew pillars of flame at one another, gold and emerald lighting up the night, the heat causing the scenery to ripple and distort, the sight of it seeming as surreal to me as anything that had happened up until now.

      “Come on, go, go, go!” I muttered to myself, praying for the gold dragon to come out victorious, but increasingly worried that he might not do so.

      The flames grew and grew, and it became hard to tell which side was which, as the two dragons circled and stalked through the sweltering air. But then, very gradually, I made out the sight of the gold dragon, casting forth its amber flame, drawing closer and closer to the black dragon now facing it, its own emerald flame diminishing from the effort of sustaining it.

      In what seemed to be a last ditch effort at overpowering its foe, the black dragon jerked its body suddenly upward, racing toward the stars, only for the the gold dragon to follow after, not falling for it for even a second.

      The two dragons rose higher and higher, up above me, then ahead of me, forcing me to turn back around. They became so distant, and the light so bright, that once again I struggled to make out exactly who was who.

      But then there was a desperate, horrible flash of movement.

      One of the dragons cried out, and then fell.

      Oh, God! It was the gold dragon, I was sure of it!

      Not only had I been desperate for it to win, that meant that only the black dragon remained, which meant that there was nothing left at all to keep it from murdering me...

      But then, only once the fallen dragon had slammed into the ground, causing the earth to shake, did I realize the truth– it was the black dragon!

      The gold dragon, meanwhile, was circling slowly down, almost gliding on the air, in no particular hurry, or as though to make sure there were no immediate threats on the horizon before it finally touched down.

      At last its feet touched the ground, and it sat there, perched over its fallen enemy.

      And then something strange happened.

      Something even stranger than anything that had taken place up until now.

      The beast rose onto its two hind legs, standing upright.

      Its body shrank, and shrank, and shrank.

      Its wings folded inward.

      Its long gold tail disappeared between a pair of firm, bare human buttocks.

      And all at once, the dragon that had saved my life wasn't a dragon anymore. But a man.

      And an exceptionally good looking man, I couldn't help but muse, as I studied the twisting muscles of his back, lit up by my flickering headlights.

      But how?

      How in God's name was this possible?

      Had any of this actually happened, and if it did, what the hell did it mean?

      The man stood there for several long moments over the fallen black dragon, determined, it seemed, to ensure that he was defeated.

      But as he did so, something caught my attention from the corner of my eye.

      It was the first dragon. The one who'd fallen, whose tail had gotten lodged in my trunk, and whom I'd assumed dead up until now. Its tail was rising up from the pavement, as though with a mind of its own, rising up and up and up, its jagged end aiming straight for the head of the man standing before it.

      I shrieked.

      Without thinking, I jammed on my accelerator, launching the car forward in a desperate attempt to stop the man from being killed. I slammed into the black dragon, finishing him off, I was pretty sure. But then my car kept going, having built up too much momentum to stop myself, and the man turned around to face me just as my dented hood slammed into him.

      He bounced off the car and onto the road where he lay, visibly unconscious, possibly even worse than that.

      “Oh God!” I shrieked, despising the irony, that what those awful monsters had failed to do, I might have just done in an attempt to save the man's life.

      I leapt out of the vehicle and raced over toward him, dreading what I would find.

      His eyes were closed. His body was bloody, but it was unclear how much of that was my doing, and how much the dragons that had done their damnedest to tear him to pieces.

      I crouched down beside him, holding my breath, in the desperate hope that by doing so, it might somehow be enough to transfer some of my life energy to him.

      And it must have worked...

      There was a pulse there. A sign of life. And I must have practically yelped with joy.

      There were tears in my eyes as I stared down at the man, at his rugged face, his unkempt brown hair and stubbled chin, not to mention the rock hard planes of his body.

      There was no explaining it, or even understanding it. But I felt a strange, deep connection to this man, this complete stranger. Something, I thought, that went far beyond gratitude for his saving my life.

      I thought for a moment, not quite sure what to do from here. But then that question was answered for me, as I heard the sound of sirens, erupting in the distance.

      I blinked, and for the first time in minutes, returned my attention to the forest beside the road.

      It was on fire.

      Gold and emerald flames, eating up the trees, burning it all down– a sight so horrifying it was almost beautiful.

      Then it clicked.

      They'd seen the smoke. They were coming here.

      When they got here, they would see this strange fire spreading. They would see these three dragons, and then they would see this naked, injured man, and–

      And call it a hunch, but I had a funny feeling that this naked, injured man would very much prefer that he not be found...

      I thought for a moment, trying to weigh a million possibilities in a matter of seconds– the potential consequences of what I was about to do. But then I turned back to the man, and all it took was a single look at him, to give me all the reassurance I needed in the world.

      He had saved my life, and now my allegiance was with him.

      Carefully I laced my arms beneath the crook of his own, sliding him along through the wreckage, and easing him, very gently, into the backseat of my car. I sighed with exhaustion once he was in, but had no time to recover myself.

      Instead I hopped back into the driver's seat, prayed my car still worked, and was pleasantly astonished when it did.

      And with that, I took off down the road, puttering along into the night, terrified I might pass an emergency vehicle on the way, or that my car might break down, or that the gas tank might explode before I made it back to my apartment.

      Even once I did make it there, I had no idea what I would do from there, what possible course this bizarre story might continue to take.

      But one thing was for sure, no matter what happened– my life, as I knew it, had just been upended forever.

      And funny enough, I wasn't nearly as sleepy as I had been just a few short minutes ago...
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      “Mmm... Andra?” I asked to absolutely no one, stirring from sleep.

      I sat up slowly, painfully. I felt like I'd been put through the wringer, and the details of my infirmary remained fuzzy in my mind at best.

      I saw flashes of green fire. Dark Ones. The road. The trees. The flying car.

      Her chestnut colored eyes...

      But when I tried to see things very clearly the whole picture became clouded. A sharp stab of pain like a lightning bolt cut through the center of my head, cleaving my skull in two, and I was forced to start the whole process of remembering all over again.

      It had been night... I remembered that much.

      And now it was day.

      A bright, clear morning, sunlight streaming in through the windows.

      But whose windows?

      This place I was in– it was nowhere that I had ever been before. I looked around at the flowery sheets, the brightly papered walls, and the shelves of books in the corner.

      It looked like a human domicile of some kind.

      “The hell?” I muttered, and stood up unsteadily from the bed.

      I took a deep breath, the pain easing away slightly as I stood, but my steps jerky as I made my way carefully toward the door.

      I stopped halfway to where I was going– the door was ajar, and when I was halfway toward it a woman walked past. A woman familiar, but who I was almost certain I had never seen before. She had dark, beautiful skin, slightly glistening as though she'd just bathed, and was clad in shorts and a bra, moving swiftly down the hall as though on her way to find some other clothes.

      Her eyes happened to tilt toward the open door as I stood there, and both of us started as our eyes met.

      “Oh! You're awake!” she exclaimed.

      I suddenly became very self conscious of my nudity– specifically, the hardness that had formed in my sleep. It wasn't that unusual for dragonshifters to see one another in the flesh, but this woman very clearly was not a dragon shifter– and even if she had been, I nevertheless felt a strange urge to present myself to her in a way that was as respectable as possible.

      “Yeah, I– I'm a little confused,” I said, deciding not to try and cover myself with the door, fearing it would make matters more obvious, and simply praying that she didn't happen to let her eyes drift down and notice my arousal.

      They did precisely that, however. Darting down, only for a moment, almost a reflex. Then, catching sight of my erection, she cast them off to the side, clearly embarrassed, and said, sounding as though she was trying to maintain a level of dignity about the situation, “Yeah, I can see how you would be. Um... I stopped at the store last night and picked up some clothes for you, if you want to put them on. I don't know if they're the right size, but... Well, I'm going to finish getting dressed, and then I'll explain what happened. Alright?”

      “Yeah. Alright,” I said.

      She smiled shyly at me, and I smiled back. Then she hurried off down the hall, and I closed the door, and found the pile of clothes she'd bought me, stacked on a chair in the corner of the room.

      By the time she came back and we were both fully clothed, her in a cute red tanktop and cargo shorts, and me in a t-shirt and jeans, I had already pieced together a lot of what had happened the night before. I sat with my arms crossed, eyeing this strange woman appraisingly, and she hovered shyly in the doorway, clearly not sure what to make of me, or how exactly to address me.

      “You save my life, didn't you?” I asked her.

      She laughed nervously. “You saved my life,” she corrected me. “I mean... I tried to save yours in return, but... Well, I sort of also ran you over, so I'm not sure if that really counts.”

      I laughed.

      “No, I remember now. That Dark One nearly crushed me with his tail, and you slammed into him with your car. Which, yeah, it knocked me out, but... Well, I would've been in a lot worse shape with those spikes lodged in my brain, don't you think?”

      She laughed, a little bit less nervously now.

      “Well, if you want to put a positive spin on it... Then yeah, sure. I guess so.”

      I smiled at her, then thought. “And then– then you brought me here. Why?”

      “Oh– no, I– I'm sorry... I mean, if you didn't want me to, I–“

      She seemed flustered at the question, and I shook my head. “No no, that's not why I asked. What I mean is... You saw what I was, didn't you? You know what I am...”

      “Oh... Yeah,” she said, a little bit breathlessly, nodding her head. “But I mean... That's why I brought you here. I mean... I just– I figured, once the police got there, they would find you. And then they would figure out what you were, too. And, I don't know... I still don't understand a lot of this, but I figured that the police finding out about you, and what you were, probably wasn't something you wanted all that much... Was I right about that?”

      I was impressed. I nodded, giving her a grin that was almost flirty– aware of doing so, but not entirely sure whether I had intended it or not.

      “You were,” I said. “And I am very grateful. But I mean... Weren't you scared? Like at all?”

      “Hell yes I was scared,” she said, and we both smiled at her bluntness. “I mean, I don't mean any offense by it, it's just... Well, for me, this isn't the sort of thing that happens every day.”

      “But you're not scared of me?” I asked, this time really saying it flirtatiously, and she smiled broadly at me now, clearly glad to take the bate.

      “Should I be?” she asked winkingly.

      “I'm Alza,” I answered, instead of yes or no.

      She thought for a moment, as though considering the wisdom of responding. “Melina,” she said. “It's nice to meet you...”

      “Melina... That's a pretty name,” I said, meaning it wholeheartedly. “It's nice to meet you too.” I reached for her hand, and she took it with visible trepidation. Our palms met, and I felt a surge of electricity, running from her body to mine and back again.

      She seemed to relax just a little bit more.

      “There,” I said. “Now we know each other's names, so we can't be afraid of one another.”

      “You'd be afraid of me?” she asked, as though caught off guard by the turning of the tables.

      I thought about this for a moment. “Well... Maybe not you, personally. But... Well, let's just say, saving my life is not the first thing I would have expected from you, or any human for that matter. Dragons and human beings, we– we have a somewhat fraught relationship...”

      “From what I saw last night, dragons and dragons seem to have a pretty fraught relationship as well. And honestly, judging by what I saw of those other three, I wasn't really expecting you to come flying to my rescue, either. But don't get me wrong, I'm very glad that you did.”

      “I'm glad I did, too,” I said. “And yes. It turns out our fraught relationship with humans has also been responsible for some pretty fraught relationships among dragonkind. See, I'm sort of a leader among our people. The king of a proud and noble dragon faction known as the Protectors. Once, long ago, it's said that my people and humans used to live side by side in harmony with one another. Things were peaceful among us, and our races flourished in our coexistence.

      “It was a long-lived peace, but it hasn't survived well into modern times. For decades, centuries now, human beings have feared us, hunted us and killed us. Driving our numbers further and further down, and forcing us into hiding, in the hope that at least some remnant of us might at least survive.”

      “That's horrible,” she said, and I saw that it was a look of genuine horror on her face, not just an act. My pain, in other words, was really her pain– not a reaction I honestly expected to find when standing face to face with a human.

      “Yeah, well... I agree with you. But so does another faction of our kind. The Dark Ones, they call themselves. A race that thrives on the tapping of dark energy, and the more violent energies of our race. For the Protectors, our only hope of surviving, and avoiding all out warfare, has been to simply avoid human society, and lie as low as we can in the hopes of surviving for another generation.

      “But the Dark Ones... They have other ideas. They don't want to lie low anymore. They don't want to be seen as inferior anymore, or even as equals to humans. According to their point of view, dragons, and Dark Ones in particular, are the superior race. They believe they have a right to lord themselves over humankind, to seek revenge for all the years of oppression you've subjected us to.”

      At that moment, I thought I saw her backing away slightly, as though afraid that I, too, might share this view.

      I promptly shook my head, hoping to assure her of the contrary.

      “I don't see things that way. In an ideal world, I would like things between dragons and humans to go back to how they once were. But there's a risk to that. Because we really only get one shot at revealing ourselves, and if your people decide they don't want to take kindly to us, there's no way we can hide ourselves again like we did before. Do you see what I mean?”

      “I think so,” she said with a nod. “And I'm sorry that we've put you through all of that...”

      “It's not all of you. And I don't know, maybe things would be different nowadays. But either way, the Dark Ones have made it their mission to reveal itself to humankind in as violent a manner as possible, so that there really is no way your people can ever see us as anything short of monsters after that.

      “And that's why we were fighting last night. The Dark Ones have been plotting for months now to try and claim the throne of the Protectors, in order to make their nightmarish vision a reality. They're pretty deluded, but even they know that they can't enact their plans would blow up in their face if they tried to set them in motion without consolidating their power.

      “My men and I have been trying to stave them off for months, but we honestly don't have any clue at this moment how much longer we can hold them at bay. The situation has gotten... Worrying, to say the least.

      “I'm very sorry that you had to get mixed up in all of this. But I'm very grateful to you for getting me out of there when you did. I mean... Like I said, I don't know whether a lot of people would have done what you did, if they were in your situation. So, thank you.”

      Melina smiled at me. A sweet, warm, gentle smile. Then she nodded.

      “I try to help people when I can. I've built my whole life around trying to help people. But after hearing what you just told me, this might be the first time I've felt like anything I did actually made any kind of a real difference. So... Really I'm just glad I could help. And I'm really glad you're okay.”

      A strange, intense moment passed between the two of us. A moment, like that of our eyes meeting for the first time that previous evening. Something was stirred, deep inside me. Something I didn't want to give a name to, but which I couldn't pretend I didn't understand.

      It was said, among our people, that the presence of one's soulmate could evoke such a strange pull. The often, the onset of such emotions would happen in unexpected ways, under unexpected circumstances, but that the pull between two individuals who experienced it would be nothing short of irresistible.

      As I stared into this woman's eyes, that was the very sensation I felt, and needless to say, it confused me on a fundamental level. In my mind, the possibility that any such connection could be experienced between a dragonshifter and a human being seemed beyond comprehension. And even if the notion wasn't wholly bizarre in and of itself, I knew that it was a temptation I couldn't possibly indulge, no matter how badly I might or might not have wanted to.

      I mean... Come on! This was a human!

      The Dark Ones had just tried to murder me for suggesting that I should treat this foreign race with anything less than the utmost contempt and hostility. How the hell did I think my people, as well as my enemies, would react to find me falling for a human female? Something that, to my knowledge, had never taken place among our respective people, at least not for as many generations as anyone living could remember.

      I tried to force my eyes away from this woman. Tried not to let myself be tempted by her. But then I saw that she, too, was looking down shyly. Like she felt the same thing that I did, and was too embarrassed to admit to the fact. But then, her own shyness made me want to fight against the hesitation I felt. I wanted to reassure her, to encourage her, to talk her into what I myself knew couldn't possibly take place.

      I studied her. Her smooth, soft skin. Her dark eyes. Her sleek black hair. Her slender body, and the aura radiating off of her. An overwhelming gentility, but with a strength to it. A spirit, I could tell, that was resilient. That wouldn't surrender without a fight when push came to shove.

      I almost let myself imagine it. What it would be like, to fall in love with such a woman. To taste her mouth on mine.

      I thought about what kind of mother she would be, and what kind of Queen...

      But then, suddenly, she looked up at me again, and I shook the thought from my mind at once. It was the vulnerability in her eyes. The level of trust I saw in them. I thought she would trust me, if I tried to lead her in any direction, and with that came a sense of great responsibility.

      I would be leading her into danger if I even dared to think about pursuing romance with this woman, and I knew that. The Dark Ones would not sleep until they'd ensured that her life was as miserable and, if they had their way, as abridged as they could make it.

      I couldn't do that to her. And I couldn't do that to my kingdom.

      I needed to be strong right now. And falling in love would make me weak. I couldn't allow that, both for her sake, and for the sake of my people.

      I sighed, coming to my decision. And Melina, in tune with me on what must have been a fundamental level, seemed to intuit that something had just changed.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked, trying to deflect what we both knew. “I can fix you breakfast, if you want me to. I don't know what dragonshifters eat, but...”

      I smiled at this, in spite of myself. “Just regular people food,” I said, then shook my head. “But no. I'm sorry. I really appreciate all that you've done for me. But I'm afraid I might be putting you in danger simply by my being here. And anyway, my people need me. If you left behind three dead Dark Ones in the middle of the highway when you rescued me, plus a fire threatening to burn down the entire forest, there's no telling what the authorities have figured out, and whether they haven't already stumbled onto our hiding place.”

      “It was on the news,” Melina said quickly. “Those um– Dark Ones must have had help nearby to clear away the bodies after I left. Because it said on the news that when police got there all they saw was the damage. The roads all broken up, the trees on fire, the bits of my car everywhere. The officers they interviewed seemed really confused by what they were seeing, and no one knew what caused it.”

      I sighed with relief at this. “Oh. Well, for once, I guess I'm grateful to the Dark Ones, then. It would have been a nightmare if they'd been discovered. And I'm afraid the war the Dark Ones wanted would only have been accelerated by their discovery...”

      “There was one guy they interviewed, just some local nutjob, who swore on his life that it was aliens, that he saw a UFO disappear into the stars right after the fire started.”

      I laughed. “The funny thing is, he probably guessed the closest when you think about it. I'm glad people like that exist, coming up with the wildest explanations for everything they can think of. So any time someone actually does happen to catch a glimpse of us, everyone just thinks they're crazy for saying so. It's very convenient at times.”

      Melina tried to smile, but I could tell she was still trying to think of some pretense to keep me from leaving, and the realization that she might not find one was starting to make her feel hopeless.

      “Are you sure you don't want to stay just a little bit longer? At least until you're sure you're well enough to go back out? You got beat up pretty bad last night...”

      I smiled wanly, and shook my head. “No. I'm okay. You've already done enough for me. And I am deeply grateful to you for that. Thank you. But now I must return to my home, and see that my house is in order.”

      Melina's disappointment was palpable, her eyes cast down to her feet, but she nodded all the same. “I understand. And... Don't worry, about me telling anyone. I wouldn't do that. I just hope everything works out for you. With those Dark Ones, I mean. And I'm sorry. About your experiences with humans.”

      “Don't be sorry,” I pleaded “You're a human, and you're one of the kindest individuals I've ever met. I wouldn't still be here if it wasn't for you. You have my eternal gratitude for that. And who knows? If the two of us can get along, maybe there's still some hope for our people yet.”

      This statement hung in the air for a moment. It felt significant, and I had to wonder whether I might be making the wrong decision by leaving this woman behind after all. Maybe, if my feelings were true, the best thing for human-dragon relations would be to take them seriously, and to prove to my people that our species could live in harmony, as we had once done so many years ago.

      But then, as quickly as the thought arose, the moment passed, and I decided that it was well past time for me to take my leave.

      Soon I'd exited Melina's apartment, and she stood watching me from her open front door. I paced slowly down the steps, and stopped in front of her car. In the daylight, it was plain to see how horribly beaten up it was from the events of the previous evening. It looked like it belonged in a junkyard– or, perhaps, as though it had been salvaged from one.

      I thought for a moment, then turned back to her, thinking I might offer to pay her in gold for the damages that had been inflicted to her property, largely because of me. But when I saw her, she waved at me from her landing, sadly twinkling her fingers at me. And at that moment, I felt sure that if I spoke a single word further to her, in any context, I would be helpless but to give voices to the powerful emotions that had developed between the two of us, over such a short span of time.

      And I just couldn't do that.

      I simply waved at her, grinning unenthusiastically. Then I turned, and forced myself not to look back again, knowing that if I did it would be the point of no return for both of us.

      We lived in the real world, I kept reminding myself. The heart wanted what it wanted, but sometimes what it wanted simply couldn't be. If it could, I never would have lost Andra. My kingdom, my children, and my people would not be under the constant threat of war with the Dark Ones.

      And I would not be forced to leave this caring, remarkable woman behind...

      
        
        ____

      

      

      I did the best that I could to put the entire incident behind me.

      I returned home, and was met by a feverish embrace from my sons upon my return to the castle. Needless to say, they'd all been terrified of what might have happened to me the previous evening, and I had to keep reassuring them that I would never leave them. That I loved them far too much for that, and that I would always come back to them no matter what.

      I would have liked to spend the entire remainder of the day with the three of them– doing so, I thought, would have eased some of the frustration I felt about Melina, and about all of this.

      Quickly enough, however, I was reminded that I was a king first, and a father second, at least in the eyes of my constituents. In no time at all I was whisked away from my boys and taken to confront the Dark Ones who'd been captured over the course of the previous evening. Several of them had remained tight-lipped until now. But between the cooperation of the more pliable among them, the wearing effects of their hours in the castle dungeon, and the influence of my presence on their willingness to talk, we ended up getting some far more promising information out of them than we might have hoped for at first.

      We were correct in assuming that Ryl himself had not been present at the rally the night before. He was lying we low, as we suspected, not wishing to take any unnecessary risks at the moment he could avoid doing so. What we'd seen, on the contrary, had been more of a morale booster for the Dark Ones, who were growing impatient to act, as well as a sort of recruitment ceremony, undertaken in the hopes of swaying anyone they could find into joining their ranks.

      I acted on all of this information as best I could, hoping that there was still time for me to get a lid on the situation before things became any more out of control than they already were.

      The trick was, how did I enact laws that prevented the persecution of humans and allegiance with the Dark Ones, without becoming so strict that I drove any Protectors on the fence into the arms of Ryl and his men?

      It started with the Dark Ones we'd captured meeting together the night before, and the matter of what fate should befall them for their act of gathering to overthrow me– an act that, essentially, amounted to treason.

      Many of my closest advisors suggested that these men should be executed, to serve as an example to others. And this certainly had its appeal at first, whenever I thought of Melina, and how the comrades of these men had tried so fervently to end her life as well as mine.

      I had never liked the use of execution as a punishment, however. I saw it as barbaric, a remnant of a bygone era, and it had been years since I'd made use of it against anyone. Even if it weren't for these reservations, I nevertheless held a far more sober view of the effectiveness of such methods than my men seemed to.

      More than anything, I worried that my ruthlessness in dealing with these traitors, however deserved it may have been, would only serve as a tool for propaganda on the Dark Ones' behalf, and in the end it might end up strengthening their numbers, rather than diminishing them.

      I decided, in the end, to retain the men as prisoners indefinitely, possibly for life, but allowing them the chance to redeem themselves in time, and releasing them, if and only if, they could prove to me that they had truly changed their ways.

      In the meantime, and over the course of the next several weeks, my men and I acted on the intelligence they'd given us. We sent a party of spies out to search for Ryl and his closest allies, certain that there were only so many places the highest ranking Dark Ones could be hiding away. They simply couldn't evade us forever.

      Closer to home, we began raiding event after event, gathering after gathering, preventing the congregation of anti-human zealots whenever we possibly could, hoping, that by doing so, we might be able to halt the movement in its tracks.

      I still had to be careful. I knew that my vigilance needed to have its limits– I couldn't go all inquisitorial squad throughout the Kingdom, accusing everyone for displaying even a shadow of sympathy for the Dark Ones and their ideas. They were, at the end of the day, just ideas after all. And dangerous ideas though they were, I needed to walk a thin line of discouraging allegiance to the Dark Ones, while not appearing to unjustly persecute them in the eyes of those on the fence about where they loyalties lay.

      None of these tasks was easy or straightforward, and as the weeks passed I had to keep reminding myself of the greater good, and what all of this was for, even as the clashes became more violent, and tensions mounted further and further, rapidly nearing their breaking point.

      And of course, Melina was never too far from my mind.

      I couldn't simply forget about her, sweep away her memory as though it was some insignificant thing to me.

      I'd told myself, originally, that love would make me weak in my fight against Ryl and the Dark Ones. Now, however, I wondered whether the opposite might be true.

      Now, I found myself longing for someone to depend on in these trying times. Someone, moreover, who might depend on me. And as I had once rhapsodized, Melina was the very proof I had always imagined that humans and shifters could exist cooperatively. She was nothing if not a constant reminder of why I could not let Ryl and his hatred be victorious.

      In my mind, Melina became so much more than an ideal– but instead, the very proof of that ideal.

      What was it about her?

      I knew so little about the woman, and yet she had so completely captivated me.

      I knew that she was kind, and compassionate, and a caring, gentle soul. And maybe that was enough.

      She was also the most beautiful woman I'd ever laid eyes on, or at least since Andra, and that didn't hurt matters much, either...

      I knew I was only torturing myself. I knew that what I found myself longing for, more than anything in the world, couldn't possibly be a reality.

      But if that was the case, why the hell couldn't I talk myself out of these insane notions?

      I don't know how long it was after the events of that night. Several weeks, at least. But gradually, incidents of Dark One conspiracy seemed to trickle to a halt, their meetings dwindling, happening less and less often, with my men reporting fewer and fewer incidents, and a sort of very fragile tension gradually beginning to set upon the kingdom.

      It was something like peace, but with the constant, looming threat of violence, that might erupt at any moment.

      It was a peace that I did not trust for even a single moment.

      The moment I let my guard down, I thought, would be the moment Ryl struck back. The man himself had not yet been found, and there was no way in hell that he or his men had simply rolled over and surrendered so easily.

      But what else could I do, for now?

      All was quiet. My men had yet to find any trace of Ryl or his closest confidantes in hiding. It had to be assumed that his loyalists were managing to find new ways of communicating outside of their previously held meetings, we simply didn't know how, when, or where such communications were taking place.

      We remained vigilant, but for the time being, we seemed to have little option but to pretend as though life among the Protectors was back to how it once had been, as all the while we remained on our guard, and prepared ourselves to strike the moment a Dark One dared to raise his ugly head again.

      
        
        –––––

      

      

      It was a muggy, late July afternoon. Humidity weighed heavily on the forest air, but the sun was bright, and things felt serene. I had spent very little time with my boys in the weeks since I'd been dealing with Dark One drama, and so the four of us were out for a picnic today, enjoying the weather, and the feeling that we were young and carefree– my sons, far more than myself.

      I watched in the distance, as Fri paced across a log over a waterfall as though walking across a tightrope. He, of all my boys, reminded me the most of his mother. Always the mediator, the even-tempered one, seeing reason even when his brothers were seeing red with fury about something.

      Well- usually the mediator, anyway.

      Nol happened to be one of the few people who could really get his ire up, as he was attempting to do now.

      As Fri paced his log, Nol came flying suddenly at him in his dragon form, whipping around either side of him, trying to knock him off his balance. He slid his tail between Fri's ankles and started wriggling, causing Fri to hop back and forth from foot to foot in order to avoid being thrown off balance.

      “Nol, cut it out! Stop being a doofus! I wasn't bothering you! Dad!”

      Fri looked over imploringly at me, and I smiled at him. Maybe I should have intervened, but I thought it might be good for Fri to learn to stand up for himself. And in any case, I knew Nol was just trying to get his brother to play with him, and I was sort of curious to see how Fri would react.

      He might not have done so at all, but once again Nol seemed to know exactly which buttons to push. He surged forward, snapping playfully at Fri with his jaws, and Fri was forced to hurry and duck for cover, losing his balance as Nol fluttered past.

      “Damn it, Nol!” he yelled, and suddenly toppled off the log, looking like he was about to plunge into the stream below. I may have been the father of a dragonshifter, but I was still a father, and I felt a pang of anxiety as Fri's little body toppled, only for him to catch himself in midair.

      He transformed just before he hit the water, beating his small gold wings, and letting out a scrawny, but adequately menacing roar as he surged upward, thinking he was standing up to Nol as he snapped after him, and seeming wholly oblivious to the fact that he'd just given him exactly what he wanted.

      Whatever animosity the middle child might have felt to the youngest, it seemed to evaporate quickly enough. Soon the two brothers were wrestling around in midair, biting and scratching at one another, but in a way that, to this observer in any case, seemed a lot more fun than it was threatening.

      God, how I wished I could be like that again. So innocent and carefree. My expectations of life not yet dashed by such a cruel and crazy world.

      I watched the two of them for a while, twisting around through the air. They flew fast in my direction, and I had to duck to avoid being hit by them. I watched them recede through the trees, and almost thought about joining them. They loved it when I did that, pretending to fight with them, obviously using only a small portion of my actual strength, and always letting them ovepower me in the end.

      I decided to sit this one out, however.

      The day felt too lazy, and I felt too content as I was.

      Let them carry on, I thought. Everything felt perfect just the way that it was.

      Well... Almost perfect, anyway.

      My thoughts, as they so often did these days, returned to a familiar place.

      To Melina. To what she would think if she saw my boys wrestling around. What she would think of if she saw me joining in the fun.

      Come to think of it, did she even know I had three boys? Had I mentioned it, over the course of our very brief exchange?

      I didn't think so...

      Would she care?

      I had to laugh at this– the notion that she had been unfazed by her encounter with a dragonshifter, but that the fact of that same dragonshifter having three young sons would be a dealbreaker for her.

      Would it be, though?

      God, why couldn't I stop thinking about her?

      I looked around, trying to distract myself from these thoughts.

      Where the hell had Ynder gotten to, I thought? Why wasn't he playing with Nol and Fri?

      “Oh, there you are,” I muttered, finding my oldest son seated against a tree trunk, a book open in his lap. He raised his eyebrows at me, as though silently asking, what do you want?

      “Nice day out, isn't it?”

      “I guess,” he said noncommittally.

      “Don't you want to play with your brothers?”

      He shrugged.

      “Don't like the game, huh?”

      “It's okay. I get tired of fighting sometimes,” he said sagely.

      I was impressed by this.

      I crouched down beside him against the trunk of the tree, and we sat in silence together for a while.

      My thoughts went to all of their familiar places, how I wished things could be, but how they couldn't possibly ever be, but how desperately I longed for them all the same.

      “Can I ask you something?” I said after a while.

      “You just did,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.

      “Smartass,” I said, playfully tapping the palm of my hand against his head.

      “I thought we couldn't say that,” he said.

      “It's just you and me,” I said. “We can say whatever we want to for right now.”

      Silence for a moment. “Yeah,” he said finally. “You can ask.”

      I waited, not wanting to make things awkward. Finally, I asked anyway, “Do you miss your mother?”

      To my surprise, he gave me a direct answer. “Yeah,” he said. And then, as though to qualify this, and not seem overly sensitive about it, he added, “Sometimes.”

      “I miss her all the time,” I said. “I'm sorry, that you three didn't get to know her as long as I did.”

      “It's not your fault,” he said.

      “I know,” I said. “But I'm sorry life turns out the way it does sometimes.”

      “That's just life,” he said, and I couldn't tell whether this was sage or nihilistic beyond his years. Maybe both.

      “She loved you, with all her heart. You know that, right? She never would have left, if the choice had been hers to make. She was just... She was very strong. Up until the very end. But she just got so sick. And she wanted to stay with you three so much. But in the end God needed her too much. He called her, and she had to go, even though she didn't want to.”

      “Really?” Ynder asked, and there was clear skepticism in his voice at the idea.

      I sighed, and shook my head, even though he couldn't see me on the other side of the tree trunk. I couldn't bring myself to insult his intelligence like that. “I don't know. But I do know that she loved you. And that if she is with God, she still loves you guys as much now as she did when she was with us.”

      “I know,” said Ynder, and added, to my surprise, “thanks.”

      Silence ensued again. I let him return to his reading, although I imagined I'd screwed up his concentration to a considerable degree, and he probably wasn't focusing too well.

      Maybe I should have quit while I was ahead. But I hadn't had the chance to confide in anyone in the ensuing weeks what was constantly on my mind. And crazy though it seemed, at that moment, my eldest son seemed to me one of the wisest, most grounded people I knew, and I thought that he, if anyone would be able to give me some manner of insight about what I should do. Even if he didn't have a direct answer for my situation, his reaction, I thought, might be like a divining rod, something that might at least steer me in the right direction.

      “Can I ask you something else?” I said, after maybe five minutes.

      Nol and Fri zoomed past us, belching little gold fireballs at one another.

      “Yeah,” said Ynder.

      I waited a moment, apprehensive about his response, as though whatever came out of his mouth next was a final verdict, one which I would have to respect no matter what his judgment.

      “Do you think it would bother you if I started seeing someone new?..”
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      The whole thing felt like one big anticlimax. Like a life-changing event, that turned out not to be life-changing at all.

      I was still stressed out. Still overworked. Still poorly rested.

      The only difference now was that, on top of all that, I also had the great delight of wanting something that I knew was impossible for myself. The first thing I had really dared to want for myself in years, but which I knew that I could never have.

      His gold eyes still seemed to stare back at me from across a great distance. To see into me, even from afar.

      When he'd looked at me, it was like he'd known me, better than anyone. Better, even, than I knew myself.

      But maybe that had all been in my head. I mean, it must have been, right? He wouldn't have left, if he'd really felt for me the way that I thought he did, the moment our eyes locked.

      I mean, I understood the situation was a difficult one– at least, I understood it from the little bit that he had told me, in the few minutes he'd given me to process so much downright unbelievable information.

      Was I crazy for believing him, I sometimes wondered? Was I crazy for believing what I had seen with my own two eyes? I mean, I had been totally sleep deprived on the night of the events in question, so any sane, rational person might be quick to say that yes, of course I had imagined it!

      But then how did you explain my wrecked car? Or the forest blazing gold and emerald, and those craters in the earth where the- I think he called them the Dark Ones had fallen? How did you explain the stains on my sheet where he'd bled during his night's stay, if the man himself had never been anything more than a figment of my imagination?

      I wished that I could convince myself that he was just that. A fantasy. A product of my self-conscious mind, projected as an escape from my stressful, frustrating, unsatisfying life. At least then, maybe I could talk myself out of wanting him, and convince myself to focus my efforts on pursuing that which was actually real and tangible.

      But I couldn't stop thinking about him.

      Couldn't stop spinning in circles, chasing my tail, so distracted from my work by thoughts of him, that things went even more slowly for me than they usually did. It became even more difficult to search for meaning through the mountains of paperwork I was faced with every day. I mean, how could any of this mean anything? How could anything humans believed in have importance, when there was an entire, hidden world of dragonshifters out there, and when the king of this hidden world had saved my life?

      How could I possibly think of anything except for that, as long as I knew that Alza was out there somewhere, and as long as I remained sure that his feelings for me must burn as strongly as my own did for him?

      I couldn't explain how I knew that this was true. I just knew.

      And for weeks after our initial encounter, I was certain he would come back any day now, to confirm for me what I already knew fully well to be the truth.

      Any day now. Any day now.

      But then the days began to pass. They turned into weeks. And soon, it had been well over a month.

      The intensity of my emotions remained as fiery as ever, but the conviction that he would return to see me again slowly faded, more and more, leaving me in an anxious, hopeless state, which I didn't think I could ever find my way back out of again.

      It got to a point where I wished that that night had never happened. I wished that I could forget I'd ever learned about him, that I'd ever discovered the truth of his existence...

      And then one night, there was a knock at my front door.

      I looked up from my work, scattered about me on the floor and on every available surface of my living room. I spent so much time, wholly consumed by my work, that I rarely ever found myself entertaining visitors.

      My heart began to race as I stood up, straightening out my hair and my blouse, preparing for an encounter that I knew couldn't possibly be about to happen. It was just wishful thinking, the kind I'd engaged in, day in and day out since the night of our first encounter.

      But then I went to the front door.

      I reached for the knob, my wrist trembling as I held it in my grip.

      I opened the door.

      And there he was. As handsome, and as rugged as I remembered him. His injuries healed, and his immaculate, muscular visage completely healed, completely well again.

      “Hi there,” he said, with a confident smile that seemed to melt something inside me. “Remember me?”

      “Alza, hi! I– I didn't expect to see you again...”

      “You aren't disappointed, I hope,” he said.

      “No, not at all!” I said. I wished he could feel the frantic whirlwind of butterflies in my stomach at that moment. “I'm glad, actually. Really glad.”

      Our eyes met, and there it was again. The overwhelming heat, the irresistible pull between us.

      “I'm glad to see you, too,” he said. “I, um... I wanted to properly thank you. Repay you, for saving me. Here. I wanted to bring you this. For the damage to your car.”

      He extended a small canvas bag to me, its contents clinking as he handed it over. I opened it curiously, and was astonished to find myself in a possession of a sackful of gold coins, unlike any I had ever seen, the faces of dragons embedded on their surfaces. They glinted up at me from the porch light, and I tried to guess how much they could all possibly be worth in U.S. dollars. A hell of a lot more than my old wrecked clunker had ever been worth, I surmised...

      “Oh, Alza... You don't have to–“

      “I want to,” he cut in, and I looked up to see him smiling at me. I felt my face grow hot, and I smiled back at him. “You did a lot for me, and it's important to me that I properly express my gratitude.”

      “Oh. Well. Thank you. That's very generous of you.”

      There was a moment's pause, during which I had no idea what I should say– whether I should invite him inside, or whether this might be too presumptuous. I noticed, however, that he seemed to be trying to think of what he wanted to say next. I waited, and finally, he spoke again, surprising me with the very words I had been waiting to hear for weeks:

      “I also wanted to ask you... I know these are unusual circumstances, but– well, I wanted to see if you might be interested in going out with me sometime? Tonight, even, if you're not too busy...”

      I'm pretty sure my mouth fell open at his asking the question, and I should have embarrassed. But I wasn't.

      It had only been a few weeks since Alza had saved me from the brink of certain death. But I felt like I'd been waiting an entire lifetime for him to ask me that question...

      
        
        –––––

      

      

      We fell into my bedroom, tripping over one another in our frenzied desperation. Our bodies hot, our mouths melting onto one another, electricity crackling between our bodies with each touch, each movement, each hint of what was still to come.

      He pinned me against the bedroom door and pushed his tongue down my throat, and I slid mine into his cheeks, loving the tightness of his grip around me, and the heat of his breath, and the pressing of his hardness up against my midriff, letting me know exactly what was on his mind at that very moment, as though all of these other signs weren't evidence enough.

      We had gone out, earlier that evening, just as he'd asked me to. It had all been wonderful. Dinner. Conversation. A walk, holding hands through the park. But it all felt like a blur now. It all felt eclipsed by our mutual want for one another. The burning need that had begun so many weeks ago, but was only just now being allowed to reach its culmination.

      As a rule, I did not go to bed with a man on the first date.

      But this was not just any man.

      For Alza, I was willing to break all the rules. I wanted to break them, and I wanted him in my bed with me, every bit as much as he himself wanted to be there. Our connection was primal, visceral, and any attempt to delay or to slow down what we knew what was inevitable, for even a moment longer, would be enough to drive both of us crazy.

      And so I let myself be taken.

      I let myself dissolve in the arms of this incredible man, who wasn't a man at all– who was something unlike anything I had ever encountered before, and yet who was so much more man than any I had ever known.

      He sank his teeth into the side of my neck, and I imagined those sharp fangs of his digging into me, and the fire of his breath enveloping me, his serpentine body, twisting around and around me.

      I ran my fingers through his hair, grasping fistfuls of it as my desire for him became excruciating. He drew a hand up, clutching my breast, caressing me through my blouse, causing the straps to fall down, down, down along my arms. He kissed my bare shoulder, and then brought his hands to my midriff, slowly pressing upward, sliding my blouse up along my curves.

      He slid the palms of his hands up against my bare breasts, and waves of sensation flooded through me, making me short of breath, my nipples stiffening, becoming sensitized, and then seeming to dissolve in his mouth as he pressed his lips so tenderly up against me. He rolled his tongue around and around my nipples, pressed his teeth down into me, and pulled gently back. I moaned. He sucked back. A desperate shiver ran across my entire body.

      He seized me in his arms, pulling me close to him, and his hard cock throbbed almost violently against me through his pants, my heart racing faster and faster with each and every heated moment of contact between us.

      He backed me up slowly across the room, and eased me down onto the surface of my bed, my breasts pooling up along my chest. My pulse was deafening as I watched him, his hands reaching for the buttons of his shirt, peeling back the fabric, revealing the hard, tattooed muscles I'd fantasized about, so many times since I'd driven him home that first night. Sweat was dripping along the lines and planes of his body. It dripped between his rock hard pecs, along his delectable six pack, and down along the sweeping lines of his Adonis muscles.

      Surely, I thought, as he made his way to the bed like some wild animal stalking its prey, I was the luckiest woman alive at that moment. This notion only became stronger when he reached to unbutton my jeans, slid down my panties, and carefully moved to press his capable fingers up gently inside me.

      My eyes widened, and I gasped, pressing my bare ass up from the bed, cheeks tight, knees trembling as he felt the heat of my womanhood. I was so damn wet for him, and there was no way I could hide it from, and no possible reason I might want to.

      I felt his warm breath up against my center, teasing me, his stubble prickly against my open thighs as he buried his knuckles inside me, his fingers exploring, manipulating, evoking such a sweet frenzy of sensations that I had to suppress the urge to cry out in sweetest agony.

      And then I did cry out, the urge overpowering me, as he brought that beautiful face down and kissed me, sliding his tongue up all the way inside my pussy.

      “Oh, fuck!” I cried, and gripped the back of his head, holding him desperately, guiding him as he explored me. He ate me with a fervent hunger, rolling his tongue around inside me, exploring inch, every crevice, swallowing me up like he'd never known a sweeter taste in all his life.

      All I could do was lie there and convulse for him, my heart beating like a war drum, my body rolling along the bed in response to his kisses, to so much ecstasy, that was so unlike anything I had ever experienced before.

      Although I'd felt it for weeks now, this was the first time I allowed myself to admit what I already knew– I was positively in love with this man, and his touch, and his tasting me, and lying here beneath him, with his head bobbing steadily between my open legs, I felt far more whole, far more truly myself, than I had ever felt before.

      After minutes of this glorious agony, Alza's tongue hit a nerve, and a sweep of sensations coursed through my body. I screamed, and pinned my knees around his neck with the force of a guillotine, and held him there. The tips of his fingers dug into my ass as he clung to me, and I to him, and as the sensations rose and rose, orgasm rising, rising, cresting, cresting, and–

      “Oh God!”

      I collapsed, panting and wet and shivering, and Alza rose up over me, his facial hair dripping, his glistening lips twisted into a perverse and gorgeous smile.

      He kissed me, and I tasted myself on him. He drove his body up against me, tempting me with his hardness, and I couldn't help but unzip his pants, and slide my hands down in. For the first time I felt the scalding heat of his shaft against my palm, the cool drip of his fluid as I began to work my wrist against his body, the tightening of his balls as I stroked him, leaving no doubt in my mind as to exactly how much he was enjoying this.

      I was enjoying it too, so turned on by his heavy breathing that I almost couldn't stand it. I was overwhelmed with desire, then, when he drew his body up off of me, and pulled his jeans off altogether, casting them off over the side of the bed. I allowed myself to be consumed by lust for a moment, studying his hard, naked body as he lingered over me, each plane, each angle of him seeming perfectly engineered, almost angelic, and all designed, I was all but certain, exclusively with me in mind.

      He climbed along my body, rubbing his massive cock against my chest, up between my breasts, causing them to shine as he dripped against me. I elevated myself against a pillow, and felt dominated by him in the best of ways when he spread his thighs around my neck, drew his body forward, and slid his cock into my mouth.

      I rolled my tongue around him, drawing him back down my throat, loving his taste, his pulsing, the rhythms of his body as he pressed himself into me.

      I breathed him in, my hands on his ass, pressing him further and further in, craving more and more each time he pushed in and pulled back out again, and positively enamored with the challenge of fitting so much of him inside me.

      The sounds he made got me hotter and hotter for him, his grunts of pleasure, his little roars as he gripped me by the hair and pressed his balls up to my lips, making me think he was about to fill my mouth up with him, but always stopping just short, and treating me to so much more of this dizzying, heart-stopping pleasure.

      At last, he pulled himself slowly out of me, his cock dripping, and my breasts heaving as I braced myself, for what I knew so happily was about to come next.

      I felt the pressure of his powerful hands against my sides. I felt my body being flipped over, my ass being pulled up, my legs being opened up for him.

      And then, with no further ceremony, slid himself into me, taking me from behind, and plowing into my g-spot with such a lethal force that I thought I might cum again from the act of his entering me alone.

      I screamed, gripping the sheets, my muscles spasming as my pussy tightened around him. Even having him in my mouth I'd underestimated how long and how thick he was, and how absolutely incredible he would feel, sliding his perfect, solid body through mine.

      “I never knew how much I needed you in my life all this time,” he said, leaning down so that he pressed even further up into me with his cock, and whispering in my ear.

      “Well what the fuck are you waiting for?” I whispered, goading him. “I'm all yours...”

      He laughed gently, and bit into my neck, making me shiver. Then, with his teeth still in me, he drew back, threw his body forward, and pounded me with a force I wasn't about to forget anytime soon.

      He took me violently, with an animalistic fury, beyond anything I could have expected, but fulfilling me in exactly the way I'd hoped for. He hammered his body into mine, moving with an expert precision, almost mechanical in his endurance, but pure animal in his ferocity, his unpredictability, and his pure, frenzied lust for me.

      Sweat spilled along my body, his as well as my own, as my muscles clenched, and I struggled to breathe, and things kept getting hotter and hotter and hotter. It was like he was breathing a ball of fire out all over the two of us, enveloping us in the blaze, and it was like nothing else in the world even existed anymore, outside the burning perimeter of his flames.

      His muscles were powerful, moving over me, thrusting up into me with a perfect, devastating force. My body trembled, my arms and legs begging to give out beneath me, beneath his powerful, pummeling weight. And yet the pleasure, the sheer thrill of ecstasy kept me upright, my soft being resistant to the force of collapse, held aloft by the hum of sensation, the rising song where his body met mine, entering and leaving me, harder and harder, faster and faster, devastating me, overwhelming me, thrilling me beyond my wildest fantasies.

      “Yes! Yes! Harder!” I begged him. “Harder! Harder! Don't stop! Don't stop! I want everything! I want you so bad! Don't stop! Please don't stop!” I begged, afraid that at any moment I might awake, I might lose the thread of the swelling devastating pleasure, and might never manage to pick it back up again where I'd left off.

      It was all too good to be true, and yet there was no possible danger of the king's relenting. His body was moving swiftly, powerfully, inexhaustibly into me. His claws bit against my skin, and he buried his body so deep up into mine, and the friction, the pouring of sweat, his cries of lust became like some unstoppable force of nature. My bed slammed against the wall, and my body tensed around him, and I buried my face against the bedspread, desperate for him to finish me, desperate for him to give me what he'd been promised me, throughout the endless minutes since the two of us had gotten started.

      And then he gave it to me at last, in greater abundance, with a greater, more terrible force, brighter and more brilliant than anything I could possibly have anticipated.

      He roared.

      He packed my body tight with himself, careening into my g-spot, my entire being erupting from the force of his pleasure.

      I screamed, and shivered, and held on for dear life as he held himself all the way up inside me, stretching me to my breaking point, then driving me so, so far beyond that.

      I felt the convulsions of his body so intimately against me as my came, as though it was my own body instead of his– and at that moment, anyway, this was true. His body was my body. My body was his. The two of us were one, in the absolute truest of ways.

      He poured himself over into me, and my body raced with orgasm, the pleasure coursing through me like a drug, like the absolute sweetest of stimulants. I felt him in every part of me, and I held myself desperately up against him, never wanting to be let go as our bodies soared through the heavens of our ecstasy.

      I wanted to be with him there, forever and forever. In the grip of so much joy. So much indescribable delight. I wanted him seizing me, holding me, possessing me like this for the rest of my life. I never wanted him to let me go. Ever.

      But finally, inevitably, the two of us collapsed. We fell to the bed, gasping for breath. He drew me into his arms, and kissed my damp body, holding me tenderly, like the broken, exhausted being that I was.

      We kissed for a while in the afterglow, lost in the haze of our delight in one another, both of us, I think, waiting for the moment our bodies recovered, when we could return to scaling the heights of such blissful joy as that which we'd just experienced.

      That was the thing about pleasure though, wasn't it? The moment you got everything that you wanted, you immediately found yourself wanting even more of it.

      But that was okay. I had a feeling that neither of us would mind all that much, making that same journey again and again, for as often as either of us desired.

      After a few minutes in silence, the two of us turned to look at one another. He smiled at me, and brushed a strand of hair from my face. I didn't smile back, preoccupied as I was by a burning question, and not sure whether or not I was as prepared for the answer as I hoped I was.

      “If I ask you something,” I said softly to him, “will you be honest with me?”

      “Of course,” he said, backing away a few inches, as though to assess me more clearly.

      “It's just– do you really think– can there really be anything between us? I mean... If I'm being honest, I haven't stopped thinking about you for weeks. Not since I first laid eyes on you in the sky that night.”

      “It's been the same with me,” said Alza, hypnotizing me with those brilliant eyes of his. “It was torture, to be honest.”

      “So... So why didn't you come to see me before now? Isn't that a sign that– well, that you didn't think it could work out?”

      “Why, are you disappointed that I turned up here tonight?” he said, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Hell no,” I said with enthusiasm, my body still aglow from the sensations he'd just evoked inside me. “But... But I do want to know. I've had my heart broken before. And I– I really want to be with you, Alza. You're unlike any man I met before. And I know that things are complicated. Very complicated. I understand the risks involved her for both of us. Or, at least I think I do... But this connection we feel– I don't think it's something I can give up on, just because it might be hard to sustain. I guess what I'm saying is, I'm willing to fight for this. I want to stand by your side, if you'll let me. But, I guess... I need to know. On your end– are you sure about this? Are you sure that this isn't going to end badly for us?”

      He didn't seem to project any emotion at all for a long moment. I didn't know what he was thinking, whether he was trying to deflect the problem, or come up with some answer that he thought I would want to hear. And then he said, with unflinching honesty, “No, Melina. I'm not sure. I'm not sure of anything, to be completely honest with you. And I can't pretend that I am. I am sure of my feelings for you. One hundred percent certain about that. But honestly, I have no idea how any of this might end.”

      “Oh. I see,” I said, a little bit winded by the answer.

      “But... Well, earlier this evening, I told you I used to be married, right? And that my wife passed away?”

      “Yes,” I said, still gazing into his eyes.

      “Well. There isn't a day that goes by that I don't miss her. That I don't regret losing her the way that I did. The heartbreak of losing her was some of the greatest pain I've ever experienced. But honestly, even if I'd known all of that in advance, before I ever married her... I don't think I would have done anything differently. She made me a better man, Andra did. She gave me my boys, who are everything to me. And yeah... I went into things with her, feeling certain that things would go a certain way between us. I was more certain of it than I should have been. And in the end, I was wrong about that. But I can never regret the choice I made to be with her. My life would never have been what it is if I hadn't made that choice. Do you get what I'm saying?”

      “I do,” I said, and felt reassured by his answer. “And... And I guess that's all I really wanted to know.”

      “You seem like an amazing woman, Melina,” he said so sweetly to me. “And I would rather have the chance to love you, even knowing that things might be complicated, or maybe even impossible down the road, than to not love you at all, and spend the rest of my life wondering what could have been.”

      A particular word stood out to me in this sentence, and it took me a moment to recover from the surprise of hearing it. “Love?” I asked him, and even in the dark I could see his face redden, his eyes darting away, as though embarrassed aboutt taking all of this so seriously.

      “Well... I mean, not to jump the gun or anything, but... Well, you know, if things went in that direction, ideally, I–“

      I decided to put him out of his misery. I knew what he was thinking, and there was no need to watch him suffer like this.

      I leaned over, and planted a long, deep kiss on those beautiful lips of his.

      He eased into it, putting a hand against my spine, pulling me close to him, almost as though he had been the one to initiate this kiss in the first place, instead of me. I took advantage of our closeness to slip my body up on top of him, legs akimbo around his waist, and his manhood quickly hardening against me, indicating a rapid shift from one l-word to another– from love to lust, in seconds flat.

      “You're right baby,” I said, pleased by the look on his face, like the expression of a kid in a candy store. “It's best not to think too far ahead. Maybe for now we should just enjoy the ride...”

      I then promptly slid him up inside me, gasping at the pleasure of his return, and the two of us took turns riding one another, deep into the night, making the absolute most of our time together while we could.
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      Love.

      It had been a slip of the tongue, the first time I'd said it to her.

      But quickly I came to realize it was absolutely true.

      I was falling in love with her. I might well have been in love with her from the very first moment I laid eyes on her, as impossible as that may sound.

      Weeks passed, then another month, and we both quickly came to agree upon the notion that, no matter what this all led to, and how it all might end, it was entirely a risk worth taking.

      At that moment, however, we didn't think it was ever going to end. Something as pure and as wonderful as what we shared couldn't possibly end, but was destined to span on into infinity, with each new day we spent in one another's company only ever sweeter than the one before it.

      Everything I had felt for Melina, that first night I'd laid eyes on her, and so many nights since then, had proven to be deeply grounded in reality. She really was an incredible woman. Kind. Compassionate. Intelligent. Supremely talented, and the rare sort of supremely talented person who uses those talents for good, rather than for the sake of their own personal gain.

      She told me about some of the cases she'd handled– about the huge one she finally wrapped up, shortly after we began seeing one another, involving a man with cancer and his infant daughter with birth defects, going up against a huge chemical corporation for polluting their water supply. Melina had gotten the two of them a massive payout, the closest thing to justice they could hope for, when no one else around had been willing to take on their case.

      I was moved by her dedication, her commitment to doing what was right, and these incredible values she displayed only helped to fortify my own sense of right and wrong. She made me want to be a better person, a better leader, and to do everything I possibly could on behalf of my people.

      She also met and befriended my boys a week or so after the two of us started dating, and all three of them seemed to like her pretty well. Ynder, maybe, had seemed a little hesitant about her at first, but gradually started to warm to her, the more and more acquainted they became.

      I had yet to tell the kingdom at large that I was involved with a human woman, outside of a few of my closest advisors– I didn't quite know how well they might take it. I was still rooting for my theory, of course, that Melina and I's relationship might serve as proof to my people that shifters and humans could live harmoniously together, without all of the animosity that had plagued our species for years. But I worried about what might happen if my theory was incorrect, and my attempts at convincing the people ended up going disastrously wrong.

      For now, a soft reveal of our relationship seemed the best course of action to take in that regard. First disclosing it to those who I was closest with, then letting the news trickle down gradually through the kingdom, and finally announcing the relationship myself, once it was certain that Melina and I were on a sure footing with one another.

      But that was all stuff to be considered further on down the road.

      For right now, everything felt so perfect. The world seemed to have righted itself, the moment she came into my life– hell, even the Dark Ones seemed to have fizzled from existence in the weeks since the raids against them had ended. The fragile peace that seemed to abound in those first few weeks didn't seem to be going anywhere. And though on some level, we had to remain vigilante, and avoid letting our guard down, I remained, at the very least, hopeful, that even if the saga of the Dark Ones hadn't totally reached its conclusion, it still may have, at the very least, reached a turning point. And from that point onward, hopefully the resistance shown by the traitors would diminish, becoming less and less than what it once had been.

      We could only hope so, anyway...

      For the present, though, I found the menaces occupying less and less space inside my mind, as lovely, lovely Melina took over more and more of it.

      Presently I lay beside her in her apartment, a smile on my face as the two of us stared up at the ceiling. Both of us panting, sweaty and exhausted from the fervor of our lovemaking, and words seeming redundant at the moment, when the two of us understood one another so perfectly, and spent as much time basking in one another's company as we possibly could.

      After a while in silence, I turned to see her lying beside me, exhausted, eyes closed on the pillow, a pool of her damp hair spilling all around her head.

      I could never quite get over how beautiful she was. I could never get used to the shock of it, or the depths of my feelings for her. She was like an angel, radiant with something far beyond her own humanity.

      I felt the urge to reach out and touch her, and soon it became irresistible. And so I did.

      I reached over, and caressed her cheek with my index finger. Her eyes half-opened lazily, and she peered over at me.

      “I love you,” I said softly.

      She gazed blankly over for a few moments, then closed her eyes again.

      “I know you do,” she said, and with a playful half-grin added, “I'm trying to sleep.”

      I smiled, and drew my hand away, lying back down on my back beside her.

      Everything was quiet, for how long I don't know. I very nearly fell asleep myself.

      But then I heard her call out softly to me–

      “Hey.”

      I sat up slightly, staring over with interest.

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      “I love you too,” she said simply.

      I reached over and pulled her into my arms, spooning with her. I planted a tender kiss on the side of her neck, and the two of us quickly drifted off, into a deep dark sleep.

      I remember dreaming something. I don't remember what it was. I just remember it was a happy dream. As happy as the way Melina made me feel when I was awake, all day and every day.

      I had a lot of dreams like this these days.

      And that made it all the more jarring when I awoke suddenly, to the sight of two glowing red eyes staring at me, from beyond the foot of the bed.

      “My, what a cozy picture your Majesty. You two look as snug as a bug in a rug.”

      I started violently awake, nearly giving myself whiplash as I tore out from under the covers, and squinted at the figure silhouetted there in the darkness.

      He was tall and thin, but muscular. His naked body was cast in shadow, but his skin appeared so pale to be nearly opalescent.

      Was this real? Was I still dreaming?

      He couldn't be here... He simply couldn't be here!

      “Babe, what's going on?” I heard Melina say beside me, stirring in bed, rising up onto her elbows. And it was then, at that horrible moment, that I knew that this was real.

      My stomach plunged.

      I wanted to tell her to run, or to hide or to– to what?

      What could she possibly do? Where could she possibly go?

      “Ah, the vermin awakes,” said the man in the shadows, his gleaming white teeth shining through the pitch black at me. “I knew you were fond of humans, Alza. But to actually stoop so low as to start fucking them? I'm surprised your dick didn't fall off the moment you got inside such a filthy creature. Or– I don't know, perhaps it did... Perhaps that's what's responsible for your thorough failure as a leader, for how disgracefully you've allowed your own people to be reduced to a parody of their former glory.”

      “Shut your goddamn mouth, Ryl!” I thundered at him, rising up from the bed, my fists clenched, absolutely determined to end this tonight, right here, and right now.

      “Or what?” Ryl sneered. “You'll lecture me about kindness and compassion? Extol the virtues of interspecies cooperation? Lord, I'm trembling with fear. Perhaps by the time you've finished, you'll even have talked me into bed with one of these human swine!”

      “No! No more talking,” I said, glaring at him with unspeakable hatred. “My men have been trying to hunt you down for months, you piece of shit!”

      “So I've noticed,” said Ryl, unperturbed.

      “So, I really appreciate you being considerate enough to come straight to me instead, delivered to me on a silver platter. Because now that you're here, I have every intention of ending you. I will not allow your campaign of terror to linger on a single day further than it's already has. You better be ready to fight me, you sniveling coward. Because this is the end of your story...”

      I shouldn't have been surprised at the fact that Ryl suddenly burst out laughing. It wasn't so much the fact that he did, but the sound of it that got me. The complete and utter lack of concern. The ease of it. Like not only was my threat a series of empty words, but in his mind, it didn't even pertain to anything that was happening right here, right now between the two of us.

      “Oh. You misunderstand me. I did not come here to fight you. I am all to willing to fight you, Your Lordship. But not here. Lord, no! Not in this flea-infested human domicile of all places... Oh no. I will face you on dragon land, any time you wish. But this? This visit? It is merely a– oh... A friendly invitation, if you like, from me to you. To let you know exactly where things stand at the moment. Do you understand? I did not come here to fight you...”

      “That's too bad for you,” I snarled. “Because I've already made my mind up to burn your ass to the ground, whether the time and place are right for you or not!”

      I was on the verge of transforming, engulfing the little shit in a ball of fire before he even knew what hit him. But he was laughing again, and actually turning his back to me. He began to walk away, back toward the door, not even paying me a second glance as he vanished into the darkness.

      “Whatever you say, your Excellency...”

      I couldn't stand it anymore.

      My blood was boiling over, and at last I leapt at him. And it was at that very moment that a massive explosion tore through the bedroom, knocking me several feet forward through the air.

      My ears rang with the sound of Melina's screams, and I spun around just in time to see that a huge black dragon had torn through the side of the apartment complex, and was clambering in Melina's direction. She scrambled back across the sheets, struggling to flee from the monstrous creature, and I let out an angry roar, surging toward the monster, determined to stop him before he got anywhere near her.

      I spat a torrent of gold fire at the Dark One, and he shot right back with a plume of emerald, the blasts meeting in midair, the force of the impact knocking me slightly backward. Determines, I pushed forward, wanting to get him as far away from Melina as possible. I shoved him clear of the house, the air rippling around us from the combined heat of our attacks.

      Suddenly, the Dark One dove quickly to one side, stopping his attack before I had a chance to notice. He leapt up at me, snapping his jaws, and thinking fast, I let him believe for a moment that he might actually stand a chance of landing the blow. At the last second as he approached, I swerved to one side, whipped around through the air, and sank my teeth as hard as I could into the side of his throat.

      The Dark One screeched with pain, flailing and smashing his tail into me in an effort to escape. I didn't relent, but instead doubled down, pouring a lungful of gold flame into his open neck wound. His entire body was rapidly consumed by flame, and at last I released him, pulling away to see him tumbling through the air, trying desperately to extinguish himself.

      Any victory I might have thought I'd gained over him quickly proved to be short lived, for out of nowhere a second dragon swept in, smashing his jagged tail into my muzzle, knocking my head backward. I roared at him, enraged, and horrified caught him rushing toward Melina's apartment.

      I moved swiftly toward him, but was ambushed by yet another Dark One, tackling me beneath his weight, nearly knocking me clean out of the sky. I roared furiously and threw my body back toward him, tearing at his scales, trying to rip out his eyes, and unfazed by the many deep bites he got into my thick gold hide.

      My attention was drawn away from my own situation with horrifying abruptness, at the sound of Melina's scream coming from inside the apartment. The second Dark One had her by the ankle, pulling her across the floor with his teeth, out through the hole in the wall.

      I roared, then spun around fast and belched fire at the Dark One who had a hold on me. The attack was so abrupt it forced him to rush backward to avoid being hit, and though it missed him, it freed me up just long enough to surge forward to where Melina was now being flung through the air like a ragdoll.

      I lunged for her, my heart in my throat, and swept beneath her trajectory, saving her from a plunge to certain death at the very last second. She yelped, grabbing onto my neck, and I bucked her up onto me, flying up as high and as fast as I could the moment I felt she was securely in place on my back.

      Up and up I raced toward the full moon, trying to get the drop, to stay as far away from the three Dark Ones as I possibly could in order to get her to safety.

      Only, I very quickly discovered, it wasn't just a trio of Dark Ones I was now trying to make my escape from.

      The moment I dared look down again, I found myself frozen in midair by what I saw.

      Somehow, as though they'd simply materialized out of the pavement, or out of the darkness itself, a massive ring of black dragons now closed in around me. A dozen or more pairs of glowing red eyes stared penetrating through the darkness, a dozen or more open mouths glowing jade green, sizzling with the threat of their horrible emerald flames.

      And then it wasn't a threat anymore.

      With a loud burst the Dark Ones all fired on me at once, their blasts coming from all directions, sure to incinerate both Melina and myself if I didn't act that very instant.

      I dive-bombed, Melina shrieking as we shot toward the ground, plunging like an elevator with its brakes cut. The combined force of the Dark Ones' attacks colliding with one another was so powerful it actually forced me toward the ground even faster– a boost I desperately needed at the moment in question.

      I pulled out of the dive and immediately the Dark Ones were hot on our tail, launching fireballs at us left and right. The green flames surged past, missing both of us by mere inches, but wreaking havoc on the surrounding streets as they went. Cars burst into flame, houses crumbled as Dark Ones slammed their tails across the surfaces of walls and windows, ripping everything in their path to smithereens.

      No, no, no, no! It can't end like this! Not here! Not now!

      I would have gladly ceased running right then and there and taken on every last one of the Dark Ones myself, but I was certain the instant I dared to slow down they would be on Melina like flies, and there would be absolutely nothing I could do to protect her. And then I thought of my boys, and the fact that I might never see them again, that I would never have the chance to tell them, one last time, just how very much I loved them.

      God dammit!

      I wanted to turn around and fight. I wanted to tear each of these bastards limb from limb, and end this madness once and for all. But there were just too many of them. I could have ended any single one of them handily, and even a decent sized group of them didn't seem like they'd pose much of a threat.

      But there were just too many of them, coming at me from all directions, closing in faster and faster, and it was only a matter of time until–

      “RAAAAAAOOOOOOOOOO!”

      I dared not turn around and see what had happened, but instantly I could tell that they'd fallen back. I swerved around through the air only once I was sure we were clear of their line of fire, and to my immense relief I saw that the Dark Ones were no longer the only fleet of dragons now clogging up these human city streets.

      They were joined, now, by a massive army of gold dragons, a huge force of Protectors, fighting back tooth and nail against our pursuers, stopping their progress toward us dead in their tracks. Flashes of green and gold exploded through the night, fangs biting, claws slicing into one another, the vicious roars of the two roaring faction drowning out the previous quiet of the evening.

      I was overwhelmed by the sight of so many of my people, unified on behalf of the Protectors, and all that we stood for, and the ideal that I had come so very close to giving up on– such a horrible, horrible mistake, as I now realized it to be.

      There wasn't much time for me to remain emotional, however, for suddenly two Dark Ones broke through the fray and lunged at me, mouths agape, eyes alight with murderous intent. Thinking fast I grabbed one of the cars below with my rear claws, swung it around, and slammed it into the first of the two dragons, knocking him clean from the sky. The car landed on him and left a crater in the pavement, the dragon's limbs flailing as he struggled to free himself from beneath the vehicles weight.

      The second dragon came at me too quickly for me to react, slamming his weight into my belly, and knocking me back across the darkness. I felt Melina's thin arms slipping free from around my neck, and with horror I was aware of her falling, toppling toward the street below, a fall I was almost certain would be enough to kill her.

      I grabbed for her as quick as I could, managing to grab hold of an ankle when she was still several yards from landing. Horrified, I felt her flesh dragging along my talons, her body slipping free, and only at the very last second did I accept that there was no way I could possibly hold onto her.

      She fell, screaming, and slammed into the roof of a car on the street below. I heard her whimper with pain, and knew at the very least, that the fall hadn't immediately killed her.

      Before I had the chance to further inspect the damage, the Dark One was on top of me, tearing his claws across my back, ripping up my scales, sending torrents of blood spilling along my back in abundance.

      I spun furiously around, and shot the hottest, meanest blast of fire at the son of a bitch that I could possibly muster. The attack grazed him, knocking him back, and he quickly opened his mouth to retaliate, except–

      Except he wasn't aiming at me at all, but at the spot where Melina lay clutching her injured body on the roof of the car.

      Green fire poured through the air, and just as the flames were about to reach Melina I shot out a wing to block the attack, barely able to keep myself aloft as the fire ate away at my scales. After several seconds, the Dark One made the fatal mistake of closing his mouth, smoke twisting from between his teeth as he admired his own handiwork.

      Desperately hating him for his attempt on Melina's life, I threw myself at him with a fury I had scarcely displayed until now. I leapt on him with a force he wasn't expecting, slashing my claws across his eyes, biting his neck, pouring fire against his chest, and ripping him apart so fast that he didn't even have time to think to retaliate.

      He fell to the ground in a lifeless, bloody heap, shrinking back into his human form as he hit the pavement.

      I fought back the urge to cremate him where he lay, but shifted back down the instant the coast was clear, and ran over to where Melina lay injured atop the dented car.

      “Melina! Melina, are you alright?” I asked desperately, offering her my hand.

      She accepted it feebly, and I lifted her up toward me, peering deep into those beautiful dark eyes.

      “I... I think so,” she said, tears zigzagging along her face as she spoke. “I can still move, but just barely. I don't think anything's broken. It just... It really, really hurts...”

      “Those bastards!” I hissed. “That bastard!”

      I wanted to embrace her, but was afraid of hurting her worse than she already was. Instead I leaned forward and put my head on her shoulder, letting my tears fall along her beautiful skin, down into the places where our collective blood mingled against her flesh.

      After a few moments she reached out for me, sliding her fingers through my hair. Comforting me, I realized, as well as herself, against the awful new reality that she and I both knew to be true.

      I felt hope breaking. Felt the promise of a life with her, slipping away forever from between my fingers.

      And from the depths of this blackness, punctuating the torture of my emotions, I heard the sound of a high, evil laugh, and experienced a plunge of hatred in my chest, stronger than any I had ever known before.

      Slowly, the two of us looked up, staring off down the chaos of the street. Fires raging, people fleeing from burning buildings. Dark Ones and Protectors alike, some still fighting, some lying dead and unmoving across the flickering pavement.

      And through it all, through the ashes and smoke, and the rippling of the heathaze, I saw Ryl, standing there at the end of the street, facing me, the sneer across his lips apparent at even this great distance.

      “You like what you see? Because there'll be a lot more where this came from once I've completely taken over! Unless, of course, you think you're man enough to stop me... So go on. Go fuck your little whore one last time, say your goodbyes. I'll be in the forest, waiting for you, if your balls ever drop and you actually think you have the power to stop me. And if not? Well, there's a hell of a lot more in store for your little girlie and her friends where this came from. So try not to drag your feet, alright?”

      With this, he let out a whistle, leapt up, and transformed into the form of a huge black dragon, the largest of all the Dark Ones present. He took off, vanishing through the haze, and the surviving Dark Ones soared off after him, vanishing moments later, and leaving behind the wreckage of the street in their wake.

      And all at once, as easily as that, there was silence again.

      I stood there, staring. My emotions running far too high to express them. The end of the world itself, of all dragonkind, seeming imminently at hand.

      Suddenly, I felt Melina's arms reaching for me, wrapping around my neck. She wedged her face into my shoulder and wept down my back, and I held her close to me, as close as I possibly could.

      Certain, as I did so, that it would be one of the very last times I ever got to hold her again...
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      There were no words. None whatsoever.

      What could we say?

      We both knew what was happening. We both knew why it had to happen. We both knew that there was absolutely nothing we could do that might let us stand even a chance of fixing things.

      But it felt like we should be saying something. It felt as though, even though each of us knew perfectly the other's thoughts, there ought to be words for this. There ought to be a phrase, something comforting, that could encapsulate the depths of our emotions. That could help us come to terms with this, and maybe even rekindle the hope that somehow, things might still turn around. Things might, in spite of the odds, still turn out to be alright.

      But there was nothing. There were no words. There was nothing to be said.

      Well... That wasn't true. There was one thing I needed desperately to tell him, and I should have already done so by now. But this thing, in particular– the words to describe it just seemed so hard to find.

      I stared out the window of the cheap little motel he'd found for me to hide out in, following the destruction of my apartment. He was worried, after what had happened, that Ryl might come looking for me again, and he said he owed it to me to make sure that I was safe, until all of this was over.

      I studied the lights on the hotel sign, and slowly brought a hand to my belly, hoping this might give me the strength to say what I needed to say to him. My mouth was halfway open, however, when Alza spoke before I had the chance to do so myself.

      “I'm going to face him. Tonight,” he said. “I have to. It's been three days since the attack. I can't wait any longer.”

      “I– I understand,” I said.

      “I wish that there was another way he said. “I wish– I wish I hadn't dragged you into all of this. I wish I had listened to myself, in the beginning. I should have just left you alone. Not tried to force reality into the shape I wanted it to be, knowing that it would always be like this in the end. I'm sorry, Melina.”

      I was silent for a moment, considering his words. And then I said, with conviction, “No.”

      He looked up at me, clearly taken aback. “No?” he repeated.

      “No,” I affirmed. “I don't accept your apology. Because you don't have anything to apologize for. I knew that this might end badly. I knew there would be risks. Hell, I knew it the night I first saw you taking on those Dark Ones over the highway. None of this is your fault. Or if it is, it's as much my fault as it is yours. We were in this together, every step of the way. And it's like you said, at the very beginning. No matter how things turn out in the end, there hasn't been a moment along the way that I haven't been grateful for the decision I made. And I would make it again, if I had the choice. You don't have anything to apologize for. Because our time together has meant the world to me. And I wouldn't take it back for a second, even if I could.”

      He smiled at me, so tenderly. He kissed my forehead, and I couldn't help but sob as he did so.

      “Thank you for saying that. I love you from the bottom of my heart, Melina. You showed me a hope that I'd nearly lost sight of. You made me feel things that I haven't felt since Andra. I would marry you tomorrow, if I had my say in the matter. And you and I could live together forever. Peacefully. Happily. But... But I'm afraid that just can't be right now. My people need me. I made a promise to them. And to my boys. Our entire world, as well as your own, depends on my standing up to Ryl and his Dark Ones. I can't skirt around the issue anymore. I need to take him on. I need to finish this, once and for all.”

      “I understand,” I said, looking away from him, my heart seeming to pump inexplicably loudly in my ears.

      “But I'll come back for you,” he added quickly. “I promise you. When this is all over, when I've defeated Ryl, I'll come back to you. We can be together again. Things can be the way we want them to, and there can be peace among our people forever. I promise you, Melina. I want that more than anything in the world.”

      “I want that too,” I said. “And I'll be waiting for you, Alza. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” he said, pulling me into him one last time, and the two of us sharing one last, gentle, eternal kiss.

      I don't know how long it was before the two of us separated. I noticed suddenly that it was beginning to grow light out, that a new day was beginning. Though it had almost certainly been getting light out already, and I simply hadn't been paying enough attention up until now.

      The two of us exchanged one last, solemn look. Then Alza nodded, and turned slowly, sadly away from me. “I'll see you again as soon as I can. In a day or two, hopefully. And then we'll have the rest of our lives to share together.”

      I choked on a sob, but nodded in agreement. “Goodbye,” I said, and he made his way out the door, and down the rickety motel stairs.

      I watched the love of my life as he stepped so slowly out of the picture. Certain, from a feeling inside that I couldn't totally explain, as he rounded the corner of the motel and disappeared from view, that I would never see him again.

      Certain that he would never get to know about the child he would never have the chance to meet. The child that was growing right now, inside me.

      If only I had found the words...
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