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Chapter One

The castle was in uproar. Anya didn’t know what to do or where to run. Her guards had abandoned her—she was alone, hiding behind a fallen and broken statue of her father where a royal guard had pushed her. Before he continued his flight, he told her the royal family was dead. There were no survivors. A tear seeped from beneath her clenched eyelids. When she and her attendants had heard the uproar outside, she’d left the pool, wrapped a small towel around her waist, and run to the balcony overlooking the courtyard. She’d witnessed the beams coming from the alien crafts vaporizing her family and the aliens who had landed in the courtyard brutally slaughtering the guests gathered there for her sister’s nuptials. Within such a short time, she’d lost her parents, her siblings, her friends. Only the Goddess knew who else was dead and how many more people the invaders would slaughter.

She needed to flee, but debris fell around her, columns were broken, and she knew the roof would soon cave in and kill her if she didn’t make a run for it. Self-preservation was uppermost in her mind, pushing the memory of the massacre of her loved ones to a corner of her heart and closing the door. That door would open later, after she’d escaped—if she could even get away from the castle alive.

The savages were everywhere, looting, plundering and destroying everything in their wake. Anya stealthily crept to the foot of the statue. The coast seemed clear. The rogues had found nothing of interest in the women’s bathing chamber. Their growls faded as they continued into the castle, hunting for the king’s treasure.

Anya sprinted to the balcony, keeping low as she ran. Crouching behind a trellis hanging askew, the flowers broken, their red petals scattered on the balcony floor resembling drops of blood, she peeked through the vines. Bodies and small piles of ashes littered the courtyard amidst broken tables, food and floral arrangements. Large patches of blood stained the light flagstone ground, but she saw no savages. Thankful she’d always played with the boys, and much to her mother’s chagrin was more a tomboy than a lady, she scrambled over the stone railing and leapt for the trellis. Holding on to the vine’s strong branches, she climbed down.

Crouching, she let her gaze sweep the courtyard one more time before running to the open gates, zigzagging between bodies and the festive debris. She had no idea what she’d find outside the castle walls, but if she didn’t try to escape, the savages would discover her eventually and that would be the end of her. After darting through the gates, she ran at full speed to the edge of the forest without looking back. The trees would give her some measure of shelter and protection from the brutes. Their trunks were enormous, at least the size of a house. She hid behind one and sat on the spongy moss, her breath coming in short puffs, her lungs burning. After her racing heart and breathing had calmed, she scanned her surroundings.

Their father had instilled fear in their hearts with his tales of the monsters, the giants and their dragons that lived in the forest. At the moment she was more afraid of the savages. The dragons were real. She’d seen them flying high in the sky, but they were harmless and never bothered her people as long as they didn’t trespass on the dragons’ domain. Some curious men had gone into the forest and never returned, presumably killed by either the monsters or the giants and their dragons.

Anya wondered what she should do next. Did she dare stay near the forest’s border and make her way to the city? That was probably not a good idea. A fleet of ships had darkened the sky and only two of them had landed on the palace roof. The others had most probably invaded the townships. She gazed at the dense shrubbery, at the tall exotic flowers with their gorgeous white blooms the size of her bed, tall ferns and other flowers she’d never seen. Vaguely she thought it a scene of beauty, but there was no time for admiring nature. Did she dare? “I’ve got little choice,” she muttered and started to walk. She had no knife, no sword to make a path through the shrubbery, nothing to defend herself with if necessary. All she had were her hands and arms. Heedless of the branches that scratched and marred her tender skin, she fought through the brush.

Not long after that, she spotted a trail and followed it. Constantly alert for any sign or sound of predators, she continued along the path looking for a place to hide and rest. Her mouth was dry and she felt faint from hunger when darkness fell. With the trees hiding any moonlight, she couldn’t see where she was going. Shivering from the cool night air, she curled up against one of the gigantic tree trunks, the mossy ground her mattress.

“Oh, Goddess, I can’t survive here. Just let me die and allow me to dwell in the afterlife with my family,” she whispered.

Don’t despair, child. You have a great task awaiting you. Sleep now.

Was it her imagination, or had she really heard the soft feminine voice? It didn’t matter. The voice helped to soothe her misery. For a moment, she thought about her slain loved ones, but exhaustion won and she slept.

Chapter Two

“Look what I found,” Cyton called to his best friend.

“What is it?”

“Look for yourself, Yerith.”

“I’ll be damned. It’s a girl, and she’s almost naked.”

“Her feet are bleeding. She’s walked far.” Cyton bent to inspect the girl closer. “I wonder how old she is. She’s covered in dirt and dried blood. I bet she came from the castle.”

Yerith nodded. “That’d be my guess, too. I still think we should have gone to their aid.”

“And be killed? We can’t fight against the alien technology. All we can hope for is that they leave soon.”

“After they get what they came for, they will,” Yerith said.

“And what do you think was their reason for the attack?”

“The king’s treasure.”

Cyton shook his head. “The king doesn’t keep the treasure in the castle or on the castle grounds. You know that.”

“They apparently don’t. You saw how they’re destroying the palace and the towns. They can’t find it.”

“Well, hopefully they’ll give up and return to their own planet. This is the second time in history the Kalamatians have invaded Vorcia.”

Yerith lifted the girl’s dirty hair and looked more closely at her face. “The first invasion was well before our time. Many of our people were killed. That’s when we still had a good liaison with the royals. I wonder what happened to put a rift between them and us. The elders refuse to talk about it.”

Cyton gazed at the girl. “She’s beautiful under the dirt. Look at her perfect features, and her hair looks to be a golden color.”

“Yes, but she’s very fragile. We’d better take her with us. We can’t leave her here.”

“If we bring a gentile into our compound, the elders will have a fit. But you’re right. We can’t leave her or take her back to the castle. The elders will be angry anyway. We’re supposed to bring back food, and our hunt was unsuccessful. Arriving home empty-handed is already cause for their wrath.” Cyton touched the girl’s arm and shook her a little, but she didn’t wake. After slinging his bow and adjusting the quiver of arrows over his shoulder, he slid his axe in its holder. He bent and picked her up. She was as light as a child.

Yerith picked up his weapons and headed along the trail. “We should hurry. The Gonks will be hunting for food and I don’t aim to be their next meal.”

Cyton followed behind, always on the watch for the feared Gonks. They’d fought and killed many, but traveling at night there was a much bigger risk of them being attacked unawares. The Gonks were huge beasts that were covered in dark fur, stood at least twice as tall as a man, and had long snouts, huge teeth as sharp as his sword, and nails as long as a man’s forearm. They could tear a human to shreds. He gazed down at the small elfin girl in his arms and shuddered. If he and Yerith hadn’t happened upon her, she’d have been their next meal.

For such a small female, she had remarkably well developed breasts, with large rosy nipples that were quite hard from the cold night air. His cock stirred. The scrap of cloth around her hips was torn and hung in tatters, displaying her feminine charms. Her pubes were devoid of any hair, unlike the women of his tribe who were quite abundant in that area. A small triangle peeked from between rosy pussy lips. He had the sudden urge to bend and suck on the delectable nub.
What the hell is wrong with me? It’s not as if I’m starving for a woman. Only last night, I bedded Lon, and this waif appears little more than a child.

“You’re lagging behind, mate,” Yerith said over his shoulder.

Startled out of his musings, Cyton concentrated on the trail and sped up. They weren’t far from their city now.

They arrived at the gates just before they closed for the night. A high fence made from large tree trunks surrounded the compound. The tops of the trunks had been carved into sharp spikes and capped with metal. Once the gates were closed, the elders would activate the spell that kept the Gonks at bay. If any of them tried to climb over the barricade, they incinerated instantly when any part of them touched the metal spikes.

Several people ran to greet them, Lon one of them. “That hardly looks like food,” she yelled, pushing others aside to get near him. “What is it?”

“A mortal waif. We found her in the forest,” Yerith said and grunted.

“A mortal? Why was she in the forest?” Lon wanted to know.

Cyton shoved away her questioning hands as she tried to paw at the girl. “I think she might be from the castle. You saw the alien fleet and heard the attacks. We couldn’t take her back to her people and neither could we leave her in the forest for the Gonks.”

“Why not?” Lon asked callously. “Who cares about the royals? I sure as hell don’t.”

“She’s just an innocent. I’m not as hard-hearted as you, Lon. Where is Uleirlel? The girl needs tending to.”

Lon stepped back. “I’ll go fetch her. You didn’t bring back food. The elders won’t be pleased.”

“The Gonks interfered. We killed several Thrath, but before we could collect our trophies, the beasts got to them. We’ll hunt again tomorrow and we’ll take more warriors with us.”

He watched her shift into her dragon and fly up the side of the mountain. Uleirlel lived in one of the highest caves and seldom came down to the compound unless she was summoned or needed food.

Lon returned fast, followed by a large red dragon. Within seconds, they took on their human shapes.

“What do you have here, Cyton?” Uleirlel asked as she approached him.

“A mortal girl. She’s hurt and needs your help.”

Uleirlel’s gnarled hand rested on the girl’s belly. “She has a good heart. Cyton, son of Otora, I’ll agree to heal her if the first of your next kill is mine. If you agree, bring her to my house.” Within seconds, she reverted to her dragon and flew back to her cave.
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