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 Chapter 1 
 
    The familiar sound of fire snapped and crackled as flames licked up the sides of the huts around me. I tilted my head back to see black and purple clouds roll overhead, and they looked like lava pouring across the sky. A flash brightened the night, and the sound of thunder crashed so loudly I had to cover my ears. 
 
    Then I realized I was holding the Sword of Hatra, and when I looked down, the blade gleamed in the flashes of lightning and fire, and it vibrated in my hand as another round of thunder boomed in the sky. 
 
    I looked around at the fires taking over the city, and then I heard the sounds of battle. Swords clashed together, arrows whistled through the air, and various voices yelled across the battlefield. 
 
    I knew I had to help, so I rushed toward the commotion. 
 
    As I reached a clearing between the buildings, I saw my opponent. He quickly turned to face me, but his features were hidden by the hood of his robe. Then he rushed me with his sword held high, and I lifted mine to block his strike. My arms felt like lead as our blades clashed, and I nearly dropped my sword. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I grunted and took a swing at his torso, but when my blade sliced through his skin like butter, I realized with a start that the man had no face. 
 
    It was like looking at a black hole beneath the hood. No eyes, no skin, nothing under the cloth covering. 
 
    What the actual fuck was going on here? 
 
    Before I could try to figure it out, my opponent’s top half slid away from his bottom half and crashed down to the ground. 
 
    Then the arms twitched and grabbed the stone in front of him. His lower half stumbled toward me, while his upper half dragged itself across the ground in my direction. 
 
    No fucking way. 
 
    Was this one of Olivier’s necromancy tricks? 
 
    That didn’t explain the lack of a fucking face, though. 
 
    While I tried to figure out how to kill the two halves of my enemy, more faceless men appeared in the alley. They slowly circled around me, and I briefly wondered if they could die by fire when I heard a voice. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Miraya whispered loudly. “Over here!” 
 
    I turned around to see the spirit of the Sword of Healing peeking out of a doorway I hadn’t noticed before, so I sprinted toward her and ducked into the dark entrance just as the faceless soldiers crashed into each other while they attempted to follow me. I could hear more boots thudding against the cobblestoned street, and Miraya held a finger up to her lips. Then I nearly tumbled down the stairs just inside the door, but I caught myself on the handrail and trotted down the steps behind Miraya. 
 
    The spirit’s long white dress trailed behind her as she hurried down the stone stairs. Her snow-white hair had been twisted back into a braid that grazed the floor, and her creamy pale skin glowed in the flickering lights of the torches that lined the staircase. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” I asked hoarsely. “I cut that dude in half, and he was still coming after me.” 
 
    “You don’t know where we are?” Miraya questioned, and when she stopped to stare at me, her bright blue eyes peered at me with utter shock. 
 
    “No,” I grumbled. “Why would I?” 
 
    “Because it’s your dream,” the spirit murmured as she shrugged her shoulders. “You just looked like you needed some help.” 
 
    A loud scrape echoed down the spiral staircase as the faceless men from the alley continued to look for me. They were stuck at the top of the stairs, though, so their long dark shadows passed back and forth across the shaft of light on the steps. 
 
    “Wait, this is a dream?” I raised an eyebrow and gestured down the stairs. “So, where does that lead?” 
 
    “No idea,” she replied. “It’s your dream, remember?” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” I wondered. 
 
    “In spirit form, I stay in your subconscious mind,” Miraya said matter-of-factly. “I choose to stay in your spiritual sea, but I could feel your frustration and confusion, so I came over here. I can help you see paths, but you have to decide where to go.” 
 
    “Well, let’s find out what’s down there,” I decided as I continued down the stone steps, and Miraya sashayed behind me as I descended. It seemed like hours had passed before we finally found a landing, and Miraya stumbled into my back when I stopped. 
 
    “What is it, Lord Evan?” she asked and tried to peer over my shoulder. 
 
    The room was built from stone, and red velvet drapes lined the walls from floor to ceiling. To the left was a large wooden chest, and I recognized it as a treasure chest. Then to the right sat a long cabinet full of drawers. Something about the room felt familiar, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. 
 
    I stepped further into the room, and Miraya stopped at the bottom step. I turned to look at her, and I could see her hands were pressed flat against something I couldn’t see between the doorjamb. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “A barrier spell,” she murmured. “It’s trying to pull me somewhere, but I can resist that. I just can’t get through.” 
 
    “Only dragons can come through it,” I replied without thinking, and then it clicked. 
 
    The egg vault. 
 
    This was the secret room I’d built under Valerra’s room at my palace in Hatra. The treasure chest was for the Crimson Dragon’s horde, and the cabinet was for the eggs. 
 
    I strode toward the cabinet and looked over the gold-plated doors with the fiery designs etched into the plates. Then I grabbed one of the circular golden handles and pulled open the drawer. It was lined in the same red velvet with an indention in the middle, which was the perfect size for a dragon egg. 
 
    “What’s that?” Miraya asked from her spot on the other side of the barrier. 
 
    I looked down to where she pointed and saw all three relics of the Celestial Triad laying at my feet. The Sundex glimmered in the torchlight as its golden sides reflected the flames, while the Eternal Flame flickered toward me in its glass case. The Bow of Wellston laid across them, and its ivory white grip seemed to glow as though it invited me to pick it up. 
 
    Then I realized the relics were completely silent. I couldn’t hear their voices call out to me as they did in the real world, so I reached down, picked up the Sundex, and turned it over in my hands. The jewels on each side sparkled in the light, but the feeling of cold dread didn’t accompany the relic in my dream world.  
 
    I set the artifact down and turned to Miraya. 
 
    “Why would I dream about the egg vault?” I wondered as I began to pace around the room. “Is there something wrong with the eggs?” 
 
    “That doesn’t explain the Triad,” Miraya pointed out. “It all means something. The realization usually happens once you wake up.” 
 
    “Lord Evan?” a soft voice seemed to echo around the stone chamber. 
 
    My head snapped back toward the relics, but the familiar voice wasn’t coming from them. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” the voice whispered louder. 
 
    “Is that Laika?” I asked as I looked around for the source of her voice. 
 
    “Go to her,” Miraya advised. 
 
    I started to nod my head in agreement when suddenly, I was awake, and I stared up into Laika’s bright gray eyes as she hovered over my face. 
 
    “Are you alright?” the wolf Demi-Human asked with a frown. “Alyona said you were in a deep sleep when she left to take a bath.” 
 
    My lover leaned over me, and her gray hair tumbled over her shoulders in loose waves. The blue nightgown she wore was wrapped tightly around her lithe body, and I could tell she wasn’t wearing anything else. 
 
    “Ah, yeah,” I muttered as I refocused on her face. “Just a super weird dream.” 
 
    “You kept saying it was perfect for hiding,” Laika murmured, and her eyebrows furrowed. “Do you remember the dream?” 
 
    “Kind of,” I mumbled and rubbed my face. “Hiding? The relics, maybe?” 
 
    We’d been trying to find the perfect place to hide the relics of the Celestial Triad for the last two days. We had finally taken back the Sundex from a group of bandits, and we were waiting on King Rodion, my future father-in-law, to call us back with where we should hide it. 
 
    The king was guarding the Breach, though, a demonic portal that could unleash the underworld into our world, so he was a little busy. In the meantime, we’d been researching places where we could hide the relics across Rahma, so no one would ever get their hands on them again. The relics held great power, and even the gods hadn’t been able to destroy them, so the gods had hidden the relics in various places to keep them away from the prying, greedy eyes of mankind. Unfortunately, a group of bandits had heard the lore and came to Kana to steal the first one, the Sundex. Once King Rodion realized the Triad could be in danger, he enlisted me and his daughter, my beautiful fiancée Alyona, to retrieve all three relics and relocate them to new hiding places. 
 
    We had already completed the first step, but we’d yet to find an ideal place to hide the artifacts again. So, once the king was done with whatever he was up to the past couple days, he would hopefully have a place in mind for us. 
 
    “It is pretty much all we’ve thought about for the last few days,” Laika drew me out of my thoughts as her furry gray ears twitched in thought. 
 
    The wolf-warrior was the leader of the Blue Tree Guild, and she’d taken a liking to Princess Alyona several months ago. Since Alyona and I had agreed to travel the country on behalf of the king, the wolf warrior had volunteered to accompany us and ensure Alyona’s safety. She also happened to be one of the women in my harem, and as I stared at her gorgeous, athletic body, I couldn’t help but think about something else I’d like to hide inside her. 
 
    On cue, the thin strap of her nightgown slipped down her shoulder and revealed the top half of her olive-skinned breast. 
 
    A hungry growl escaped my lips, and I craned my neck forward to kiss Laika’s warm mouth. 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped, and then she crawled over to straddle me as our tongues twisted and slid around together. 
 
    I could feel the heat of her pussy as she grinded her hips against mine, and I realized I was already naked. 
 
    “One of us has too many clothes on,” I murmured and ran my hands up her muscular thighs to the bottom of her nightgown. 
 
    I pulled it up over her head to reveal the wolf’s round tits and pert, pink nipples, and my gaze traveled down to the thatch of gray hair that sat just above my rock-hard arousal. 
 
    “Is that better?” Laika giggled. 
 
    Then she followed my eyes and smiled as she scooted down between my legs. She slowly dragged her clawed fingers up my inner thighs and took my shaft in her hand. Next, she began to pump up and down as she kept her gray eyes locked on mine, and then she leaned forward, teased the head of my cock with her nipple, and stroked my shaft with her hand. 
 
    “Yessss,” I groaned and shifted my hips toward her. 
 
    “Patience, Lord Evan,” Laika teased as she swayed over just enough to slide my cock between her tits. She moved up and down slowly, and I could feel her warm skin as she fucked me with her breasts. My dick skidded up and down her smooth skin, and the friction sent shudders up my spine. 
 
    Oh, gods, what is she doing? Miraya’s husky voice echoed around inside my head. 
 
    In my mind’s eye, I could see the spirit was in the water of my spiritual sea, and her nearly transparent dress had become completely see-through. Her creamy white breasts were visible through the white dress plastered to her body, and she’d begun to rub the apex of her thighs. The warmth of her desire radiated throughout my body, and I shivered at the thought of having both of my women at once. 
 
    “Come out here and see for yourself,” I growled at her. 
 
    Laika looked up in confusion, but before she could ask what I meant, Miraya appeared in the blink of an eye and stood next to the bed. Her body was still wet from the water, and she peeled off her dress as Laika grinned and continued to grind against me. 
 
    “Where shall I go, my lord?” Miraya asked softly, and her body glistened with droplets of water. 
 
    “Right here,” I said as I pointed to my face with a devilish grin. 
 
    The spirit blushed and crawled onto the bed to straddle my face, but she kept her eyes on Laika. 
 
    The wolf Demi-Human watched as Miraya leaned forward just enough to give me access to her sweet pussy. Then I dragged my tongue along the folds of her hot lips and felt her body quiver with anticipation before I flicked her clit with the tip of my tongue. 
 
    “Oh, godsssss,” Miraya moaned. 
 
    Laika hummed for a moment as she watched me pleasure the sword spirit’s pussy, but after a moment, she crawled up so her own mound was just above my cock. Then she plunged down and drove my dick inside her pussy with a single hard thrust. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” I groaned against Miraya’s wet slit. 
 
    “Lord Evan, your cock feels so good!” Laika groaned. “It’s getting so deep inside of me. Ohhhhhh!” 
 
    The wolf Demi-Human rode my shaft like a cowgirl, and I could feel every last inch of her slick tunnel as she slid up and down. Then she leaned forward, grabbed Miraya’s face, and drove her tongue into the spirit’s mouth. 
 
    “Oh!” Miraya gasped for a moment and then returned Laika’s passion with her own tongue.  
 
    “Fuck, you are both so incredibly hot,” I groaned, and I watched the two women making out on top of me as I continued to suck and lick the spirit’s sopping wet pussy.  
 
    Miraya reached up and took one of Laika’s tits in her hand to massage it, and the wolf-warrior leaned back to give her more access. Then the spirit leaned forward and took Laika’s other bouncing breast inside her mouth as the wolf began to grind her hips back and forth on mine. 
 
    “Ohhhhh, yessss,” Laika cried out as her back arched, and her walls tightened around my cock. Then a gush of her warm liquid poured down my arousal like a waterfall, and she pushed Miraya’s head against her tits as she came on top of me. 
 
    “Gooooods,” I muttered before my own release came, and I climaxed inside the wolf’s tight tunnel. My dragon seed filled her waiting womb like a volcanic explosion, and I shuddered with each wave of my orgasm as lightning raced up my spine and my frothy seed filled up the warrior. 
 
    “Ah!” Miraya gasped as I took her clit between my top teeth and my tongue. “T-That feels… so… oh!”  
 
    “You taste divine,” I rumbled, reached up, and slid two fingers inside her, and her thighs quivered next to my head before she came. Her sweet wetness poured down onto my mouth and face, and I lapped up her juices and pumped in and out as her tunnel squeezed my fingers. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she squealed as I curled my fingers to rub the sensitive spots in her tunnel, and she orgasmed again. Her juices flowed in rivulets down my face as she shuddered with the climax until her pussy was only dripping, and I lapped up every drop. 
 
    “Gods,” Laika murmured as she lifted her leg over my hips and sat down on the bed with a shiver. “I loved watching you cum so hard, Miraya. It made me so hot and eager.” 
 
    Laika’s hand drifted to her flower, and she thumbed her throbbing clit as she spoke to the spirit. My white cream dribbled out of her swollen, pink pussy lips, and I growled as the wolf scooped some up, met my gaze, and licked her fingers clean. 
 
    “I want to make you both cum,” Miraya nearly whispered as she glanced between Laika and me. “Can I do that?” 
 
    “You can do whatever you want, love,” I chuckled. “If you get on your hands and knees, you can certainly take us both.” 
 
    “Okay,” the spirit giggled as she crawled into the position. 
 
    Her little pink pussy was exposed and still slick with her orgasms and my spit, and my cock immediately rose to the occasion. I shifted over to my knees behind her and grabbed her hips, while Laika scooted underneath the spirit and spread her legs open wide. 
 
    The wolf Demi-Human’s pussy still dripped with my seed, and I growled as I easily slid my sword into Miraya’s wet and trembling sheath.  
 
    “Ohhh, Lord Evan!” the spirit gasped. “Fill me up!”  
 
    “I intend to,” I growled as I slowly slid in and out of the spirit-woman. I needed to fill both of my women with my cum and mark them as mine. 
 
    My shaft delved deep into her soaking wet pussy, and Miraya gripped the blankets as her toes curled inward. 
 
    “Ohhhhhhhhh,” she moaned as the head of my cock hit the back of her womb.  
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted, and I pulled all the way back out before I pistoned back into the spirit’s quivering, velvet walls.  
 
    Then Miraya lowered her top half, so her mouth was only inches away from Laika’s hot canal. 
 
    “Do I just do what Lord Evan did?” she asked Laika softly and then groaned as I thrust into her again. 
 
    “Yes,” Laika confirmed with a grin. “Lord Evan is very good with his mouth.” 
 
    I winked down at the wolf Demi-Human and shoved my hips back and forth while I pulled Miraya’s jiggling ass against me over and over. 
 
    Miraya closed the gap and dragged her tongue along Laika’s wet and cum dripping pussy lips. “Mmmmmm.” 
 
    “Just… like… that,” the wolf-warrior moaned between breaths as Miraya licked and sucked at her pussy. 
 
    “I can taste both of you,” the spirit sighed as she lapped up the trickling juices between Laika’s thighs. “Delicious.” 
 
    “Ohhhhhh, that feels so good.” Laika’s clawed fingers wrapped around Miraya’s head and pulled her closer as the warrior began to pant with pleasure. “Yesss, drink all of Lord Evan’s seed from my tunnel. There is plenty for you… ohhhh! Soooo goood…” 
 
    I looked further up to see the wolf’s pink nipples were hard as her chest heaved with every breath, and the sight made my cock throb inside Miraya’s clenching pussy. 
 
    “Rub her tits,” I murmured to the spirit. “I want you to make her climax while you lick my cum out of her.” 
 
    Miraya reached forward and kneaded Laika’s breast, and the wolf-warrior’s back arched away from the bed. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Laika cried out. 
 
    The spirit rubbed her thumb in circles around Laika’s nipple, and suddenly, the wolf’s juices were gushing down her slit and into Miraya’s mouth. My warrior moaned with pleasure, and ripples of her climax left her body trembling on the bed. 
 
    “Fuck, yes,” I growled as I plunged my cock harder and harder inside the sword spirit. “Now, cum for me as I fill you up to the brim.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Lord Evan!” Miraya squealed as goosebumps pimpled her skin. “I’m about to… ohhh… yessss!” 
 
    Her ass jiggled against my thighs as I pumped in and out, and then her tunnel squeezed my cock like a vise as she tumbled over the edge. Her sweet climax washed over my shaft like a sauna, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. Making love to Miraya was exquisite because she was an immortal being who had never experienced pleasure before I took her as my lover. So, every experience I gave her in bed was a first, and it excited my dragon soul to know that I had claimed all these parts of her mind, body, and essence.  
 
    “Hmmmm, you are mine,” I growled as my seed erupted out from my cock in waves that flooded the spirit’s hungry pussy. 
 
    “Ohhh, my master! You are filling my womb. It feels amazinnngggg!” Miraya groaned as I continued to pump in and out of her spasming tunnel, and her tight walls grazed the tip of my dick and sent shudders throughout my body. The orgasm rippled through me until I was finally drained to the last drop, and I glanced down to see my creamy sperm dripping out around my shaft and down Miraya’s pale thighs. 
 
    Then I sat back on the bed to catch my breath as the women rolled over next to each other, but as I opened my mouth for a witty comment, the door burst open, and Alyona rushed in. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she cried out as she held up her white jade hand mirror. 
 
    The surface of the mirror sparkled with bright colors while a dinging noise rang through the room. 
 
    King Rodion was finally calling back. 
 
    And of course, while I was naked. 
 
    “Fuck, give me a second.” I quickly pulled my tunic over my head and ruffled my hair to a somewhat normal state as the princess sat next to me on the bed. 
 
    “Ah, what should we do?” Laika’s gray eyes darted around the room. 
 
    “Just stay under the blanket on the other end of the bed,” Alyona directed them. “He won’t be able to see the whole room.” 
 
    My lovers nodded and then shimmied under the covers just as the princess accepted the king’s call. 
 
    Her father’s face shimmered into view, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in days. His normally perfect pale skin was mottled with purple bags under his eyes, and his white hair was unkempt and tangled. 
 
    “Father!” Alyona gasped. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes, my child,” King Rodion assured her. “I apologize for the delay. We were attacked by a group of outlaws.” 
 
    “By the gods!” The princess covered her mouth with her dainty hand. 
 
    “Don’t fret, Alyona,” her father laughed. “They thought I couldn’t handle them while I tended to the Breach.” 
 
    “Well, that was dumb,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Indeed,” the king agreed with a small smile. “Now, you have all the relics?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “We only need to find a place to hide them. Or several places, really. Any ideas?” 
 
    “I assumed you already had a place in your mind, dear dragon,” King Rodion said with a mischievous twinkle in his amethyst eyes. 
 
    “Well, ah, we’ve been looking…” I trailed off as a thought flitted across my mind and disappeared. 
 
    “Your dream, my lord,” Miraya whispered as she and Laika stayed out of sight of the mirror. 
 
    “My dream?” I murmured with a frown before it hit me. “Oh, shit! Yeah! I do have a place.” 
 
    “Where might that be?” the king asked. 
 
    “Hatra,” I replied firmly. “Not only did I build the place from the ground up, but the Crimson Dragon already guards it with her life.” 
 
    “Then that shall be your first stop,” King Rodion declared. “We will consider options for the other two once you are there.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” I said with a glance at Alyona, who smiled proudly at my decision. 
 
    “Then I will talk to you both soon.” The king dipped his head and disappeared, and the mirror’s surface shimmered again before it returned to my normal reflection. 
 
    “I suppose it’s time to go back to Hatra,” Alyona announced with a smile. 
 
    “Time to go home,” I agreed and planted a kiss on her cheek. “But first, I need some fucking food.” 
 
    Miraya and Laika giggled from the other side of the bed before they scrambled around for their robes. I stood up to make my way over to the door, but then Alyona grabbed my arm. 
 
    “My love,” she giggled. “You may want to put on your pants first.” 
 
    The princess handed me my trousers while all three women laughed uncontrollably. 
 
    “Maybe I wanted to assert my dominance,” I joked as I pulled on my trousers. “Make all the other guys jealous.” 
 
    “They would have been very envious indeed, my lord.” Laika grinned, but then her gray-eyed gaze drifted to my bare cock, and she bit her lip. 
 
    “Thanks.” I smirked.  
 
    The women continued to laugh and chuckle as we made our way down to the dining hall, and the aroma of sweet bread wafted into my nose before I even made it into the room. When I got closer to the table, I could see the bread was fried, cut into thick slices, and covered with cooked roadrunner eggs. 
 
    No shit. French toast? 
 
    I looked around the table, and sure enough, several jugs of a sweet-smelling orange syrup sat between the plates. Next to the sweet bread, there was a tray piled high with thick slices of bacon, though it smelled a little more gamey. 
 
    “Mmmm, boar bacon,” Laika sighed as she plopped down at the table. 
 
    Aaliyah, Ravi, and the dryads were already seated and chatting with Lord Vallen and Lord Nikolaus. The lion Demi-Human was dressed in her usual crimson and gold robes, with her long blonde hair twisted into a braid that flopped over her shoulder and cascaded down to her hip. She turned to watch us walk in with her amber eyes glowing, and her grin revealed her long canines. 
 
    Ravi threw her head back to laugh, and the phoenix’s long fire-colored hair swung around behind her chair. She wore an orange robe with a row of white flames stitched into the collar, and I could smell the campfire scent of her hair from here. She leaned over and put a hand on Polina’s leg as the two giggled together, and I smiled at the friendship between my women. 
 
    Polina, Trina, and Marina were nearly inseparable, and now the dryad sisters sat together at the table and piled food onto their plates as they laughed along with Ravi. Their beautiful jade skin was covered by violet robes, and each of them wore a different colored flower in their hair. The dryads weren’t sisters by blood, but they were born into the same dryad tribe and were close enough so that they often finished each other’s sentences, and now they were all part of our family, my harem. 
 
    Lord Nikolaus, or Nike as I called him, was my best friend and fellow nobleman. He had one of the most powerful swords in Inati, the Sword of Light, he was a brilliant strategist, and he was also an extremely formidable ally. His silver eyes scanned over us as we walked in, and he dipped his head in greeting. 
 
    “Good morning,” Aaliyah said in a husky voice. “Busy morning?” 
 
    “Ummm, no?” Miraya blushed a bright red and scurried into an empty seat at the table, while Laika and Alyona sat on either side of my seat. 
 
    “We had a chat with the king,” I added to save the sword spirit some embarrassment.  
 
    “Oh?” Lord Vallen, the leader of the city of Kana, grinned as I sat down and offered me a wink of his yellow eye. “Just a chat with the king?”  
 
    The lizard Demi-Human was small in stature, and his brown scales traveled up his neck to the base of his head which was covered with a cream-colored turban. His black and cream robes were in thick layers, and they wrapped around his short, round body. 
 
    “Where’s Lady Naomi?” I asked to change the subject away from my bedroom. 
 
    “Right here,” the lizard Demi-Human replied as she breezed into the room. 
 
    Lady Naomi was Lord Vallen’s sister, and she sat on the other side of him with an annoyed look on her slender face. She’d almost always looked annoyed with me, though, ever since she tried to use her magic to keep me out of Kana. Her scales were a bright magenta, and they matched her magenta hair that was cut in a straight line at her chin. Her amber eyes had the same reptilian shape as her brother’s, but the color was softer like candlelight. She obviously avoided my gaze as she had for the last two days since she pleasured herself while watching as I fucked two of my lovers, and I smirked but didn’t say anything to call her out. 
 
    She’d soon be mine. It was only a matter of time.  
 
    “We have a plan for one of the relics,” I announced instead while I continued to stare at the lady mage. 
 
    “You do?” Ravi asked, and she leaned forward excitedly. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To Hatra,” I declared. “That’s what we were discussing with King Rodion this morning.” 
 
    “A sound plan.” Nike nodded approvingly as he took another bite of his toast. 
 
    “What?” Naomi gaped and dropped her fork with a clang. “Wouldn’t that be the first place for a thief to look? Word has probably spread that you’re protecting the relics by now.” 
 
    “Even if they do come for the relics, Valerra would slaughter anyone who tried to get in.” I smirked. “She doesn’t care much for other people, but she cares about the place I have in mind.” 
 
    “Why?” The lizard mage raised a slender eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ll tell you one day,” I replied and winked. 
 
    Naomi dropped her gaze to her plate as she picked up her fork and poked at her breakfast. 
 
    I had time to get her on my side. 
 
    For now, it was time to get the Bow of Wellston and go back home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Once we’d finished eating breakfast, we walked down the hallway to the door that would lead us to the old catacombs, and the wooden entrance featured a huge lock that held the latch closed. Though Naomi had built a new set of tunnels when she’d first started using her magic as a child, we’d chosen the old passageways after the bandits discovered the others and had stolen the Sundex. These catacombs were less complex but also less known to outsiders. It wasn’t perfect, but it had kept the Bow safe from the bandits for the last few days, and that was all we’d needed. 
 
    “Here we are.” Vallen pulled the ring of keys from his robes and unlocked the door. The lock opened with a squeak and a clank, and Alyona and Naomi led the way down the stairs and stopped just before we reached the bottom.  
 
    The two mages joined hands, and they began to remove the disorientation spell they’d set up. Alyona murmured a few words, and Naomi repeated them. Then the two women chanted together as the transparent curtain of disorientation magic wavered for a moment and disappeared.  
 
    The disorientation spell was the first line of defense for the Bow we’d hidden beneath the city. 
 
    We followed the path and jutted off to the right down a back tunnel. The front entrance to the cavern we needed was blocked off thanks to a collapsed wall and a strengthening spell, so we had to go in the back way.  
 
    Just before the final turn, I strode to the front and stopped the group with a finger to my lips. 
 
    “The drovian is likely right around this corner,” I whispered. “We need to get her back before we go in, or she’ll attack us for getting close to her younglings again.” 
 
    “Can you just petrify her again?” Aaliyah asked. “It worked before.” 
 
    “I don’t know if she would survive it.” I frowned. “And she tore through my webs, so I can’t tie her up with those. We need a way to get her to return to her nest without hurting her. What else would make her move out of the way?” 
 
    “Scare her with fire?” Laika suggested. 
 
    “It could catch on her feathers,” I said and shook my head. “What else?” 
 
    “I could try to speak to her in bird form?” Ravi offered. “I mean, she kind of hated me before, but it could work.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t, she’ll just be pissed off again,” I countered. “We need something with a higher chance of success.” 
 
    “Um, I have a strange idea,” Miraya volunteered quietly. 
 
    “What is it?” I quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    All of our heads turned to look at the spirit, who tucked her white hair behind her ear and took a breath before she answered. 
 
    “You could use mimicry to look like a mate,” she said carefully. 
 
    “I can mimic a bird?” I asked in surprise, but I immediately lowered my voice as a squawk echoed down the tunnel toward us. 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” Alyona shrugged. “I think it’s a great idea, Miraya.” 
 
    “Thank you, milady,” the spirit murmured with a smile. 
 
    “You should know how to court a lady by now, Lord Evan,” Nike chuckled with a twinkle in his silver eyes. “Go win her over.” 
 
    “Ha, ha,” I grunted and focused on my mimicry magic. Then I pictured the drovian mother we’d set up to guard the door to the cavern. Her white and beige feathers covered most of her body, though scales crawled up her long neck, and her muscular pink legs were exposed down to her three-toed feet. I envisioned the feathers, scales, and dagger-like talon but in a more male form, and when I looked down, I nearly fell over from the awkward shape of my large round body. I craned my long neck around to see my strange pink legs, and then I lifted one foot to inspect my clawed toes. 
 
    The women all gave me a thumbs-up, and I wished my beak could smirk as I turned the corner to test out the theory.  
 
    The drovian mother looked up with another squawk as I came into view, but after she stared at me for a long moment, she just settled back down onto her nest. The baby drovians she was protecting crawled around and over her with little squeaks, and she kept her adoring gaze on her younglings. 
 
    I crept closer, and the large bird monster finally looked up at me again. I wasn’t sure how to hit on a dinosaur-looking bird creature, but I was going to have to try. So, I sauntered next to the beast, leaned down, and pecked her beak with my own. She looked startled for a moment before she wrapped her long neck around mine. Then she rubbed her scaly throat along mine and made a light humming sound. 
 
    Was this a fucking bird hug? 
 
    I waited for her to release me, and then I attempted the same honking call I’d heard from her. She nodded and began to round up the younglings. Then she followed me down the hall and around a few curves to her real nest. We’d recreated the other nest closer to the door for added protection, but now she could return to the one she had made.  
 
    I dipped my long neck toward the nest, and the mother drovian pranced over and landed with a happy plop. She shifted her body around to settle deeper into the sand, and then she looked up at me and hummed again. Even the baby drovians crawled into their tiny sand hills with satisfied squeaks and sighs. 
 
    As I turned to leave, the drovian mother sounded another squawk and cocked her head to the side, and I froze for a moment. It wasn’t like I knew how to speak the language, and I didn’t want her to chase me back down the tunnel. So, I resorted to the scientific fact Nike had given me.  
 
    Drovians were instinctual creatures, and I had to act like a dominant male. 
 
    I slammed my clawed foot into the sand and gave her a side eye with another loud squawk, and the drovian mother lowered her head immediately and returned to watching her younglings without another sound. I stood for another moment as I made sure she didn’t look back up at me, and then I turned around to leave. 
 
    Finally, I scurried back down the hallway and released the mimicry magic as soon as I was out of her sight. I felt my own muscular arms take shape as my black scales formed along my forearms, and I shook my head as my shaggy black hair swished around my face.  
 
    I never wanted to have feathers again. 
 
    “Did it work?” Miraya whispered as I came back around the corner. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “The drovian mother is back to her original nest, and the babies followed. Though I think she was a little upset that I walked out on them.” 
 
    Naomi nodded and took the lead to the door. I walked behind her, and Nike fell into step with me. 
 
    “So, are you going to tell me what happened?” Nike deadpanned. 
 
    “Absolutely fucking not,” I muttered, and the noble stifled a laugh. 
 
    We approached the door, and Naomi traced the symbols with a clawed finger. The deep mahogany door was covered by three light-colored concentric circles, and each of the circles had been carved with a series of letters and numbers that had meant nothing to us at first. Once we realized it had been made when her parents were alive, Naomi figured out the pattern was the initials and birthdays of her and her siblings. That was how I’d learned about her piece of shit brother she’d magically paralyzed for attacking her and her family when he wasn’t given the role of lord after his father’s death. 
 
    “I didn’t realize our family crest was on here, too,” the lady mage murmured as she ran her fingers over the lizard in the center of the circles. “The elders used to say the first lizard had been cursed by a sorcerer for impregnating a human, and his punishment was to be burned into the crest forever. At the time, Demi-Humans were forbidden to exist, and the sorcerer in power didn’t take the offense lightly. That’s why it seems like the lizard watches you wherever you go.” 
 
    I stared at the lizard painted onto the wood, and a shiver ran through my body as I remembered how I’d thought it seemed so real the first time we were here. Its eyes had seemed to follow us while we tried to solve the puzzle of the locked door, and now it looked like I hadn’t been too far off. 
 
    Naomi spun the circles to enter the right combination, and the inner lock sprung open with a clang. We followed her into the cavern, and suddenly, the pull of the Bow slammed into me like a brick wall. I could feel its desire for me to free it, and I had to fight to resist its will. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t hear the magical weapon while it was in the case, but it was as though it had taken hold of me and pulled me closer to it. I shook my head and soldiered closer to the camouflaged case on the wall with gritted teeth, but I wasn’t about to let a chunk of wood and string keep me from my mission. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Alyona murmured as she grabbed my arm. “Do you want me to get it? I can carry it with the Flame.” 
 
    “No,” I growled and then caught myself. “I’m sorry, princess. I don’t want you to have to deal with this cursed thing, let alone two of them. I can handle it.” 
 
    “I understand,” the princess said with a sweet smile. “Tell us if you need help, though, okay?” 
 
    “I will,” I agreed as I turned back to the case. 
 
    I reached forward and pulled open the glass door to see the large Bow hanging inside. The ivory white grip gleamed in the torchlight, and even the string seemed to glow as I got closer. Then I took a breath and stretched my fingers toward the wooden handle. 
 
    Just before my fingertips touched the mahogany, a rush of wind hit my face with a force that nearly knocked me backward. I closed my eyes against the flow of air, and when I opened them, I was standing on the beach of my spiritual sea. The dark waves lapped onto the shore as the sun shone overhead, and I looked around in confusion. 
 
    “What the hell?” I murmured. “How--” 
 
    “You brought me closer to my brother,” a familiar, smoky voice replied from behind me in a cold, hateful whisper. “We are much stronger together.” 
 
    I whipped around to see a woman standing before me. Her skin was the color of gold, and she was decked out in full battle armor. Her golden breastplate featured the same gems that decorated the sides of the relic, and its Latin inscriptions were tattooed down each of her arms and legs in large, black script. Her long blonde hair was pulled back into a braid that fell halfway down her back, and her piercing blue eyes filled my body with the same cold dread I’d felt when I first saw the Sundex in the catacombs. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, but I had a feeling I already knew. “How the fuck did you get into my spiritual sea?” 
 
    “My name is Rana,” the woman said with a dramatic bow. “I am the spirit of the Sundex. I had to work hard to travel here from your spatial storage, though most of my enemies are not skilled enough to recognize when I have begun my attack. You must be a wise cultivator, dragon.” 
 
    “Actually, I just learned a couple months ago.” I smirked. “Guess you picked the wrong dragon.” 
 
    “That’s impossible!” Rana hissed, and she narrowed her electric blue eyes at me before she chuckled and shook her head. “Well, it is of no matter to me. I have fought and won many battles with humans and creatures of all types. Dragons are liars who will say anything to add to their horde.” 
 
    “Maybe the ones you’ve met,” I countered, “but I have no intention of keeping you here with me. You are no treasure. You mean nothing to me--wait, what do you mean you’ve begun your attack?” 
 
    Rana bared her teeth in a cold semblance of a smile, and she drew a long sword from the scabbard at her waist. Even her weapon was made of gold, from the tip of the hilt down to the blade. The handle was covered with diamonds that sparkled in the sunlight, and she brandished the weapon for a moment. Then she charged at me with the sword held high. 
 
    How the hell was I supposed to get my own sword here? It had taken Rana days to get to my spiritual sea from my storage, and now I had approximately five seconds to get it and defend myself from an ancient spirit. 
 
    The relic spirit released a wild battle cry as I conjured a fire shield and held it over my head. Her sword slammed into the shield with considerable force, and my knees buckled under the weight for a moment before I shoved her back. Rana screeched and came at me again with her sword swinging wildly, but I blocked every blow. 
 
    Then she stepped back, took a deep breath, and studied me for a moment. 
 
    “You are a more worthy opponent than I expected, dragon,” Rana murmured. “But you will soon understand my power.” 
 
    Suddenly, she moved with a newfound quickness and stood next to me. I barely moved my shield in time to take the brunt of her next strike, and then she stepped in the opposite direction and thrust the hilt into my ribs with a powerful blow that took my breath away. 
 
    “Oof!” I staggered to the side to catch my breath in great heaves. Then I sent a wave of my healing magic down to my shattered rib cage, so I could fully inhale again. 
 
    “What is this?” Rana growled as her eyes shot from my side to my face. “You can heal? What kind of sorcerer are you?” 
 
    “I told you,” I chuckled. “You picked the wrong dragon. I’m like nothing you’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    Rana screamed, and the sound pierced my ears for a moment before she charged me again. She swung the sword in a perfect arc to take out my jugular, and I adjusted my shield to take the brunt of the blow. Then her sword stuck into my fiery defense, and I took advantage of her confusion. I threw the shield back at her, and she stumbled backward. 
 
    Next, I conjured a fire sword and started toward her to strike, but she dodged the first blow as though she was ready for it. Then Rana yanked her own blade out from my shield and held it up in a defensive position, and as we circled each other in the sand, I could see her eyes move in several directions, like she was calculating my options for an attack. 
 
    I decided to test the theory and took a step back toward her. She reacted immediately with a swing that nearly swept me off my feet, but I leaned back to avoid her and danced to the side. 
 
    “You are a quick one, dragon,” Rana murmured with a smile. 
 
    “Quicker than you expected?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she replied. “Still not quick enough.” 
 
    The spirit rushed me again, and I raised my fiery blade just in time to stop her sword from splitting my head in half. Then I used a move Laika had taught me to spin the sword around and return the blow with a slice to Rana’s midsection. 
 
    “Oh!” the spirit cried out in surprise as she put a hand to her wound. 
 
    When she lifted her fingers, golden blood dribbled down her skin and dripped onto the sand. 
 
    “Was that quick enough for you?” I smirked. 
 
    “Filthy creature,” Rana growled, and she swung her sword in a wide arc that caught me by surprise and smashed into my shoulder. “You will pay for that!” 
 
    Rather than slicing through me, the blow tossed me across the sand. I looked over at my shoulder and felt a throbbing pain, but the blade hadn’t cut through my skin. 
 
    “A sword can be used in many ways,” the spirit sneered as she stood over me. 
 
    “I agree,” I grunted as I conjured a fiery dagger and planted it into her boot with a flick of my wrist. 
 
    “Bahh!” Rana shrieked and tugged at her leg. 
 
    I rolled away and stood with my fire sword in position as I sent my healing magic down my shoulder, and then I rushed her with an arcing swing of my blade. Just before I sliced through her stomach again, though, she ducked and kicked her other leg into my legs. I tumbled into the sand, and my sword skidded a few feet away. 
 
    I’d gotten the jump on the spirit a couple times, but she seemed to always be one step ahead of me. 
 
    Then there was a flash of white light, and Rana shielded her eyes as Miraya appeared on the sand. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” my lover cried out as she rushed over to me and kneeled in the sand. “What’s wrong? Are you--” 
 
    “Ahhh, a fellow spirit!” Rana declared and stabbed her sword into the sand as she yanked the dagger from her boot. Then she flexed her foot as she watched Miraya with a growing sense of confusion. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Miraya growled as I rose to a crouch. “How did you get in here?” 
 
    “I’m Rana, spirit of the Sundex,” the woman replied and lifted her chin proudly. “Have you come to help me conquer the dragon? I don’t often share my victories with anyone but my brothers, but I shall make an exception.” 
 
    “No!” the sword spirit gasped and then narrowed her eyes. “But I will help him conquer you, evil relic spirit.” 
 
    Rana took a step back with her hand pressed to her chest. Her brow was furrowed, like she was shocked that Miraya wasn’t on her side, and the Sundex spirit pulled her sword from the sand again. 
 
    “Then I shall conquer you both instead,” Rana hissed. 
 
    “I need my sword,” I murmured to Miraya. “How do I get it over here?” 
 
    “Just imagine it in your hand,” my lover replied under her breath. “Imagine its weight, the handle--” 
 
    She was interrupted as Rana initiated another attack, but this time, she swung her sword wide enough to catch Miraya with the blade. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let that happen, though, 
 
    “You fucking bitch,” I rumbled as I dove forward to stab her in the gut. 
 
    Before her blade could connect with Miraya, Rana was plowed backward into the sand and landed on her ass, and then I tumbled past her with a somersault and crouched to face her. 
 
    “You will regret that, dragon,” she muttered as we both got to our feet. 
 
    “I doubt that,” I scoffed. “You won’t lay a hand on Miraya.” 
 
    “Oh?” Rana raised a golden eyebrow and smirked. “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because she’s mine, and I’ll rip your arms from your body and beat you with them first,” I growled. 
 
    I tried to shift into my dragon form, but nothing happened. I grunted and tried again, but I stood in my human body as Rana began to laugh. 
 
    “What’s wrong, dragon?” the spirit teased. “Are you nothing more than a man in your spiritual realm?” 
 
    “I may not be able to shift here, but I’m certainly more than a man,” I shot back. 
 
    Then I conjured two fiery daggers as I charged her again, but she leaped over my back and flipped to her feet in the sand behind me. 
 
    “Almost,” she laughed. 
 
    Before she could take another breath, I turned and launched the daggers at her face. She cocked her head to the side and narrowly missed the first, but the second dagger was on target. The blade sliced through the side of her face and tore off a chunk of her ear. 
 
    “Ahhh!” she screamed as she reached up to her bleeding ear. “You will bow to me, dragon!” 
 
    “Never,” I hissed. “I bow only to my king.” 
 
    Rana growled and lifted her sword for another attack. 
 
    As she rushed toward me, I shot webs at her feet, but the sticky bindings sailed under her boots as she jumped over them. Then I conjured a fireball in each hand and threw them, but she moved with a swiftness that carried her around the flaming projectiles and then she appeared in front of me. I quickly called forth another fire shield and blocked her swinging blow just before she drove the blade into my chest. 
 
    “Stupid dragon!” Rana yanked the sword back with a frustrated battle cry. “I will have your head!” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I replied with a smirk as I backed up toward Miraya. 
 
    “She is quick,” the sword spirit whispered behind me. “A worthy opponent, but I don’t understand why she’s here.” 
 
    “I think this is how the relics take over someone,” I murmured as Rana paced in front of me and considered her next attack. “They must get inside the person’s head and take control somehow, but she wasn’t counting on me being a cultivator. She was just as shocked as I was when we both arrived on the beach here.” 
 
    “I thought their magic was neutral,” Miraya murmured. 
 
    “We care not for the desires of mortals,” Rana declared. “We only desire true power, and whoever stands in the way of that will be slayed.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that answers that,” I muttered. 
 
    The golden spirit cackled and then charged again.  
 
    I summoned the stones in the sand, and a rocky wall began to rise up in front of Rana. She picked up speed, dove over the wall, landed on her hands, and rolled through to spring back up onto her feet. 
 
    “You can’t keep me from you for long,” Rana warned. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her, but she was right. I couldn’t simply defend myself from her the whole time. I had to figure out a way to win. 
 
    So, I called on my lightning power, and a bolt of electricity hummed from the sky and narrowly missed the spirit as she sidestepped the attack. Next, I clenched my hands into fists and sent a shockwave of my earthquake magic at her feet. The ground split open between her legs, but Rana leaped over the widening crack to land on her feet. 
 
    Then I decided to resort on a power I’d known for much longer than any other tricks, and I took a step toward the water. 
 
    Her blue eyes followed my movement, and she rushed me again. This time, I used her momentum, grabbed her free hand, and flipped her over my shoulder into the waters of my spiritual sea. She gasped as her back slammed into the sand underwater and knocked the breath out of her, but before she could react, I crouched down next to the water and put my hand under the surface. 
 
    Tendrils of water rose up from the sea and coiled around the Sundex spirit. They squeezed her arms to her sides, and she fought against the bindings for a moment before she screamed at me again. The water magic was a trick I’d learned from the dryads when we were in the forest of Lumin, and it had certainly come in handy now. 
 
    “Is she trapped?” Miraya asked as she peered around me at the relic spirit. 
 
    “I think so,” I replied and rubbed my chin. “She truly thought she could beat me.” 
 
    “I can!” Rana growled fiercely, and then she ripped through the watery ropes and leapt back onto dry land. 
 
    “Stay back!” I ordered Miraya as I stepped in front of her. 
 
    “Aww, protecting your lover?” Rana mocked, and her voice dripped with sarcasm. “Once I conquer you, I’ll conquer her as well. Then I’ll have the power of a dragon and your sword.” 
 
    “You have underestimated this dragon,” Miraya called out from behind me. “You are no match for his power and his heart.” 
 
    “I don’t need a heart,” Rana spat out. “But I’ll take his.” 
 
    Then she let out another war cry and sprinted toward me with her sword above her head. 
 
    Somehow, I knew I had to have the Sword of Hatra to defeat her, and the moment I imagined it in my hand, the blade appeared. 
 
    Huh, that was easier than I’d thought. 
 
    “Now, wield it with the power of the Nobles of the Sword!” Miraya called out. “You have all the power of the ancestors before you!” 
 
    I nodded over my shoulder and turned to face off with my opponent. 
 
    “It’s a fair fight now, Rana,” I growled. 
 
    When she was within a few feet of me, she whipped the blade around her head and swung it in a sweeping blow that would have taken my head away from my shoulders, but I gripped the Sword of Hatra and blocked her strike. 
 
    “How?” Rana hissed as she pressed her blade against mine. 
 
    Our faces were close enough that I could see the pores in her golden skin, I blew her a kiss as I shoved her backward with the sword. 
 
    The spirit gasped and furrowed her brow, but this time I was on the attack. I rushed her with my own sword, and I dealt strike after strike until she was gasping for air. Then she lifted her blade up to bring it down on my head, and I ducked before I dropped my shoulder and jammed the hilt of my sword under her breastplate and into her soft belly. 
 
    Rana stumbled backward and then collapsed onto the sand, and before she could regain her feet, I jumped over and planted my boot on her chest with the Sword of Hatra at her throat. 
 
    “No,” she rasped. “This is impossible.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that a few times.” I smirked. “Now, surrender, or I take your life.” 
 
    “Even the gods couldn’t kill me,” she scoffed. “What makes you think you can?” 
 
    “I’ve already drawn your blood,” I reminded her and pressed the pointed end of the blade into her skin. 
 
    She took a sharp breath as more of her golden blood trickled down her neck. Then I released the pressure and offered again. 
 
    “Do you surrender?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Rana whispered, and she averted her gaze from mine. “I surrender.” 
 
    “What was that?” I put my hand to my ear. 
 
    “I surrender!” the spirit screeched and clenched her jaw. 
 
    Then she released her own sword, it fell into the sand next to her, and I kicked it away without taking my eyes off hers. 
 
    “No, no.” I shook my head. “What was it you said before? Oh, that’s right. If you truly surrender, you will bow before me.” 
 
    The spirit’s electric blue eyes flashed with rage, but she knew she’d lost. She glanced at her sword, which now laid several feet away in the sand, and she heaved another dramatic sigh and then nodded her head. 
 
    I slowly stepped back, but I kept the sword at her throat as she crawled to her knees. 
 
    “I surrender to you, dragon,” Rana declared as she dropped her hands to the sand and lowered her head. 
 
    I held my sword next to her bowed head and motioned for Miraya to come join me. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” I murmured. “We can’t let her run free in here. Who knows what she’ll try to do.” 
 
    “You make a good point, my lord,” the spirit replied as she twisted a lock of white hair around her finger. “You need a way to trap her.” 
 
    “Like a cage or something,” I muttered as I imagined a birdcage. 
 
    Suddenly, the wrought iron birdcage from my imagination dropped onto the ground like a missile. Sand burst out from the bottom as it landed with a thud, and Rana’s head lifted to see what it was. 
 
    “You’re going to keep me in that thing?” she asked with a pout. 
 
    “Apparently.” I shrugged. “Get in.” 
 
    Rana clambered up to her feet and walked toward the cage with the Sword of Hatra against her back, and she glanced over her shoulder at me with another angry look before she stepped inside. 
 
    I slammed the door shut behind her, and a heavy click sounded as the door locked into place. Then a set of familiar words flashed across my vision. 
 
    Predation: Activated 
 
    Skill: Precognition 
 
    The words vanished in the blink of an eye, but then a series of glowing lines appeared to burst from the spirit as they crisscrossed my vision. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered. 
 
    “They’re possible paths I could take to try to escape,” Rana said with an eyeroll. “You’d think if you were going to steal my power, you would at least know what it is.” 
 
    “Now I see how you fought so well in our battle,” I replied as my eyes began to focus on the lines. “It’s like a map of your next actions. Oh, and before you think about knocking the cage over, I just activated my stone magic to hold it in place.” 
 
    Rana crossed her arms over her chest and plopped down to the ground with a pout, and I walked over to my sword spirit and guided her out of Rana’s earshot. 
 
    “You assimilated her power?” Miraya asked with a surprised look on her face. “But she didn’t die.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied and ran my fingers through my shaggy hair. “I wonder if the difference is a spirit versus a physical being.” 
 
    “Or because she surrendered?” the spirit suggested. “This is all very strange. I’ve never seen it in all my years as the spirit of the sword.” 
 
    “It is definitely weird,” I agreed, “but it looks like a long day ahead of me.” 
 
    “Why?” Miraya asked. 
 
    “Because I have to do this two more times,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Wait,” the spirit said as she turned toward me and put a hand on my chest. “You mean…” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Go get the Eternal Flame from the princess and bring it here. I’m going to tame all three of these spirits. Then I will grow even stronger.” 
 
    Miraya stared at me with a solemn expression for a moment before she dipped her head and disappeared. 
 
    It was time for round two. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I paced the beach of my spiritual sea as I waited for Miraya to return. She was probably explaining what had happened to Alyona, and I’d love to have heard that conversation.  
 
    “Oh, no big deal,” I imagined Miraya saying, “he’s just fighting the spirits of the relics inside his head, so he can assimilate their powers. Don’t even worry about it.” 
 
    I snorted at the thought, but then my lips pursed and frowned as I pictured Alyona’s amethyst eyes darkened with worry. 
 
    Typically, when I entered my spiritual sea, I was in a meditative state, and I wondered if my physical body was just standing in the middle of the cavern while I duked it out in here. It probably freaked them all out when I was brought here by the Sundex, and I wished I could reassure my friends. 
 
    I was stuck in here for now, though, and I glanced over my shoulder at the golden spirit who continued to pout and avoid my gaze. She clearly wasn’t used to losing fights, but she’d never been in a battle with me. 
 
    Some more time passed as I began pacing again, and I was starting to wonder if Miraya got lost when she appeared on the sand in a flash of light. Then the spirit held up the glass case in her hand, and the Eternal Flame flickered as it leaned toward me. The fire pressed up against the glass, and it looked like molten lava as it crawled up the side to reach for me. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Miraya murmured as she set the case down onto the sand. “And the princess didn’t like it either.” 
 
    “Did you tell her I already beat the Sundex?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” the spirit replied and bit her lip. “We just worry about you, that’s all.” 
 
    “I know,” I said gently as I walked toward the white-haired woman and lifted her chin to my face. “I’ll be fine. I always am.” 
 
    “Do you know the power this one holds?” Miraya wondered and gestured to the Eternal Flame. 
 
    “Nope.” I shrugged my shoulders. “I’ll figure it out, though, and then it’ll be mine. Besides, I already have the advantage of his sister’s power.” 
 
    “You are a fool if you think you’ve mastered my precognition already,” Rana muttered from her cage. “It takes years to understand how it works.” 
 
    “Well, lucky for me, I catch on pretty quick,” I chuckled. “I figured out how to see your escape plan, didn’t I?” 
 
    Rana huffed and crossed her arms back over her chest. 
 
    “I suppose she continues to underestimate you,” Miraya scoffed. “They’re even older than I am, yet they continue to be blinded by their perceived wisdom instead of understanding the truth that sits before them. I would never be so stupid as to expect that I would win a battle with a creature I knew nothing about.” 
 
    “I’ve met many a dragon in my day,” the Sundex spirit spat out. “None were able to wield so many kinds of magic or cultivate their spiritual sea. It’s not my fault this one is so… strange.” 
 
    “Strange seems to work out for me,” I deadpanned. 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re doing, stupid dragon,” Rana seethed. “I’m the youngest of the Triad spirits. You have no chance to defeat either of my brothers.” 
 
    “I’ve defeated countless creatures,” I shot back. “And that was in the outside world. Now, you’re all in my world, and soon you’ll all be mine.” 
 
    I grinned at the spirit’s surprised expression, and as I stared into Rana’s eyes, I yanked open the cover from the Flame’s glass case. There was a brief moment of stillness, and then the Eternal Flame poured out like water from a glass and began to form into the mold of a man. Within seconds, he stood well over six feet tall, and his long slender limbs extended and contracted as he stretched and yawned. He wore the same battle armor as his sister, though his was mostly orange with black trim, and his bright red hair was cropped short and stuck out in all directions like he’d rubbed his head against a balloon. He rubbed his hands through his wild hair, and then he looked down at me with eyes so dark they looked black. 
 
    “It’s about time you let me out,” the spirit hissed. 
 
    “Enjoy it while it lasts,” I chuckled as I gestured to Rana. 
 
    His dark gaze followed my finger, and he took in a sharp breath as he rushed toward the cage.  
 
    “Rana, dear sister,” he groaned. “What has happened to you?” 
 
    I turned to Miraya and rolled my eyes at their little family reunion. They would have a full house again soon enough. 
 
    “The dragon bested me in battle, my brother,” Rana said with a furrowed brow. “Now, you must avenge my loss!” 
 
    “How did he win?” her brother gasped. “We are always victorious!” 
 
    Gods, I thought I was a little cocky… okay… I was really cocky, but these two put me to shame. 
 
    “Never mind that now, Mollo!” The Sundex spirit waved a dismissive hand. “You must use your power. He will never be able to win.” 
 
    Mollo turned back to face me, and his dark eyes lit up with a fiery rage. Then he bellowed, splayed out his fingers, and shot dozens of sparks out of his hands and toward me. 
 
    “Oh, you aren’t going to like those,” Miraya murmured with a frown. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “What are they?” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t care at all for the water sprites,” she replied as the buzzing creatures got closer. “And these are fire sprites.” 
 
    As the tiny beasts drew nearer, I could just make out the red and orange wings that fluttered behind the fairy bodies. The fire sprites were the same small size as their watery relatives, but their skin was red from head to toe. They wore no clothing, but they each carried some sort of weapon. Some carried spears the size of toothpicks, while others brandished swords that looked like they belonged in a sandwich. 
 
    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I muttered. “I’m not dealing with these little bastards.” 
 
    So, I conjured a fire dagger in my hand and launched it through the swarm of fire sprites at Mollo. The spirit staggered backward as the blade plunged into the meat of his shoulder, and then he laughed. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow as he pulled out the dagger, and his skin healed almost simultaneously. 
 
    “Damn,” I breathed as my eyes widened in awe. “That was way faster than I can heal.”  
 
    “It must be his power,” Miraya groaned. “That’s why Rana said you’ll never beat him. He heals himself automatically.” 
 
    “Sounds like a power I need to have,” I growled as I refocused my attention on the horde of fire sprites buzzing toward me. 
 
    I opened my maw and released a powerful spray of flames, but the fire sprites pushed through as if there was nothing there. 
 
    Well, duh. They were fire sprites. Next idea. 
 
    The sprites seemed a little smarter than the golems I’d recently fought, so I couldn’t use mimicry here, and earthquakes, lightning, and echolocation were basically useless in this fight. So, I began to shoot webs out of my hands, but as soon as the silky threads touched the fire sprites’ skin, the sticky bindings melted away from the heat. 
 
    “Okay, new plan,” I grumbled before I released a cloud of the yellow-green petrification magic and sent it toward the swarm.  
 
    The fire sprites breathed it in, and the first few dropped to the ground and laid still in the sand. The ones behind them seemed to realize what had happened, though, and they spat a yellow liquid from their mouths. Their spit reacted with my petrification cloud, and my magic suddenly rushed back toward Miraya and me. 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped as I threw up my fire shield to block the magical smoke from reaching us. “That was close… Miraya?” 
 
    I turned to see the spirit had taken a few steps back to avoid the petrification magic that backfired on us. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked as I reached a hand out to her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Miraya replied as she watched the last of the petrification cloud dissipate against my fiery shield. “That was close, though.” 
 
    “Okay, no more petrification,” I declared as I lifted the Sword of Hatra. “These little bastards are going down the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    As the tiny creatures buzzed closer, they spat out more of the yellow droplets onto my hands, and pinpricks of hot pain shot through my arms. 
 
    “Fuck!” I cursed as I lost my grip on my sword. 
 
    “Ahh, not used to the poison of a fire sprite, I see,” Mollo chuckled as he watched from his position near the cage. “Their saliva can be used to create a number of magical effects. In this case, I’ve told them to choose paralysis poison. I don’t want them to kill you. I’d rather do it myself.” 
 
    As he spoke, I could feel the poison begin to seep into my veins, and I struggled to remain standing. 
 
    “Don’t give in, Lord Evan!” Miraya cried out and placed a delicate yet firm hand on my shoulder. “You can fight him! You’ve been doing it for a week!” 
 
    “Yessss,” the Flame spirit hissed and narrowed his dark eyes at me. “You’ve been fighting me for a week, and now you’re tired, dragon. So very tired.” 
 
    I felt my eyelids beginning to droop as I fell to my knees. 
 
    “No need to fight it now,” Mollo continued in a hypnotic tone. “Just lay down right there, and it will all be over soon.” 
 
    “No!” Miraya screamed, and she opened her arms wide and clapped them together in front of her. 
 
    Suddenly, a beam of white light burst from her palms and burned a hole through the swarm of fire sprites. 
 
    The little creatures began to screech and hiss like cockroaches, and they hesitated to continue toward me. 
 
    “Ohhh, tsk, tsk,” Mollo scoffed as he cocked his head at Miraya. “You would break the rules for the dragon. Why?” 
 
    Rules? What rules? 
 
    I sleepily turned my head to the sword spirit as she replied. 
 
    “He has a greater destiny than you could imagine,” Miraya sneered. “My decision will not be questioned. And even if it is, Lord Evan is worth any of the punishments they could give me.” 
 
    “Ha!” my opponent cackled. “No one is worth their punishment.” 
 
    “What… is he talking about?” I slurred. “Miraya, what’s going on? Who’s… going to punish you?” 
 
    “Just use your healing magic,” she whispered to me. “I’ll keep talking.” 
 
    “Okay,” I mumbled as I clenched my fist and sent a wave of my healing power out from my core. Then I willed it to flow through my veins and push the fire sprites’ poison out of my system. 
 
    “You have no idea what this dragon is capable of,” Miraya continued to taunt the Flame spirit. “In the outside world, he could tear you apart in seconds with his claws.” 
 
    “And he can’t do any of that here?” Mollo sneered. 
 
    I could feel the healing magic pump through my body, and I slowly regained feeling in my limbs. Finally, I was able to stand and face the fire sprites again. 
 
    “I can do even more here,” I growled as I whipped my sword around my head and sliced a dozen fire sprites in half. 
 
    The rest of the swarm gasped as their comrades’ bodies fell to the ground in pieces, and then they buzzed and hissed as they retreated closer to Mollo. 
 
    “What do you think I’m going to do?” the Flame spirit laughed at his minions. “Get him!” 
 
    The tiny creatures’ eyebrows furrowed with determination, and then they made another beeline for me. 
 
    This time, I knew to keep them further away from me, and I pulled up another wall of sand right in front of the horde. I heard little thuds as several of the fire sprites crashed into the sand wall, but the rest pulled up abruptly and continued screeching like tiny annoying banshees. 
 
    “How can I take Mollo out if he heals so fast?” I grumbled. 
 
    “It doesn’t even matter if you can’t get rid of the fire sprites,” Miraya replied as she pointed above the wall. 
 
    Several of the sprites had flown high enough to peer over the top, and now they pointed me out to the rest of the swarm. The ones that had crashed into the wall had begun to dig their way out, and a handful of tiny red heads poked out of the sand in front of us. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed as I lifted the Sword of Hatra and swung it parallel with the sand wall. 
 
    The blade lopped off the heads of the sprites who had dug through, and the ones watching above me chattered with fury. 
 
    “Get him!” 
 
    “He beheaded them all!” 
 
    “The dragon must pay!” 
 
    Within seconds, the rest of the horde had fluttered above the wall and then zoomed down toward me. I took a few more swings with the sword, but it was hard to hit more than a couple of the sprites while avoiding their poisonous spit. 
 
    “Well, I know they can’t heal like he can,” I thought out loud as I stepped back from the wall. “But I need to damage the rest of them somehow.” 
 
    So, while I came up with a plan, I created another fire shield and spread it like a bubble over Miraya and me. We stood underneath the fiery umbrella, and the fire sprites banged into the sides with rage. Unlike most of my enemies, they weren’t burned by the fire, but they couldn’t get through the shield, either. 
 
    “You know fire well,” Miraya pointed out. “What do you think would hurt creatures made from fire?” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” I exhaled, and a grin spread across my face. “I just have to put them out.” 
 
    “What?” The spirit frowned in confusion as I took a step closer to my spiritual sea. 
 
    The water lapped up to my hand as though answering my call, and I pushed a giant wave into the air. The rolling water stood nearly twenty feet tall, much higher than the sand wall, and it towered over the swarm of fire sprites. 
 
    As the shadow crossed over their faces, the little beasts looked up at the water and screamed as I released the wave. The water crashed down on top of them, and I heard a loud sizzle as it extinguished each of the fire sprites. 
 
    “No!” Mollo bellowed. “You ignorant fool! You’ve killed them!” 
 
    “Well, they tried to paralyze me, so did you think we’d go have a picnic together?” I shrugged. “You shouldn’t have sent them after me if you didn’t want them to die, dumbass.” 
 
    “A dragon shouldn’t even have water magic!” the spirit spat out. “It’s absurd!” 
 
    “I already told your sister,” I chuckled, “I’m not your average dragon.” 
 
    “That may be true,” Mollo murmured as he narrowed his dark eyes at me, “but you won’t be able to slay these beasts.” 
 
    With that, a circle of sand began to bulge and grow until a hill had formed on the beach between us. It rose higher until it was a few feet taller than me, and I stared at the sand hill for a moment. 
 
    “This is your big plan?” I smirked. “I can climb a hill, Mollo.” 
 
    “It isn’t a hill,” he growled. “It’s a volcano.” 
 
    Suddenly, the top burst open as the volcano erupted, and lava poured down the sides onto the beach. I started to bring more water up from my spiritual sea, but then Miraya held out her arm to stop me. 
 
    “This isn’t all,” she murmured. 
 
    “What do you--” I started to ask when the lava began to rise from the beach and take shape. 
 
    Two forms rose from the lava and took shape into huge creatures that towered over us. They stood at least ten feet tall, and the lava hardened around their large bodies to form a rock-solid black exterior. Lava still bubbled inside the rocky skin, and I could see it through the cracks of the stones. Then the beasts opened bright red eyes that stared at us with blatant rage. They gnashed large, sharp teeth, and long black canines dangled over their bottom lips and dripped with saliva. 
 
    “What are those?” I asked as I eyed the beasts. 
 
    “Lava goblins,” Miraya replied with a touch of awe in her voice. “I haven’t seen any in decades.” 
 
    “I thought goblins were little annoying shits,” I snickered. 
 
    “Normally,” my spirit-sword breathed, “but lava ones are like giant versions.” 
 
    “Well, the rocks will keep their internal lava protected from my water,” I mused. “We need to figure out something else.” 
 
    As I spoke, one of the lava goblins roared and then took off toward us. The gigantic beast moved slowly, but every step he took rattled the ground like a small earthquake. 
 
    I watched as the golden line of his path took shape in front of me, but there was only one line instead of several like I’d seen with Rana. 
 
    “He only has one path to take,” I muttered. “How is that?” 
 
    “Lava goblins aren’t known for their intelligence,” Miraya answered with a wry smile. “Maybe that’s all he can do.” 
 
    “You just stay back,” I directed her. “I’ll handle them. I don’t want you to get in the line of fire again.” 
 
    “I can help,” the spirit insisted. 
 
    “I know,” I said as the lava goblin got closer. “But right now, I need you to back up.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Miraya sighed and stepped out of the beast’s path. 
 
    As the goblin drew near, he lifted his gigantic black arms and clenched his fists. I waited until he was only a step away, and then I dove to the side away from Miraya. The beast’s fists slammed into the ground where I’d been standing, and the impact shook the ground even more than his steps until I nearly lost my balance. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped as I teetered to the side, but I managed to stay on my feet. 
 
    Then my eyes shot over to my opponent, and when the creature stood back up, a giant crater was left on the beach. 
 
    Okay, so I definitely didn’t want to get hit by one of these guys. 
 
    I straightened up and looked over to the other lava goblin as he started to barrel toward me with a snarl across his ugly face. Then I glanced down at his golden path and noticed it wasn’t aimed at me. Instead, his path diverted just enough to be headed straight for Miraya. 
 
    So, I growled, ran for the bright line in my vision, and cut him off.  
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t,” I snarled as I skidded to a stop in front of Miraya.  
 
    The lava goblin slowed slightly to figure out what to do with my defensive position, but before he could react, I lifted the Sword of Healing and jabbed it between the black stone plates of his gut and into the lava. 
 
    The beast doubled over and howled in pain, and I yanked the blade back. A trail of warm lava poured out behind my sword, and he tried desperately to cover the hole with his large stone hands. The lava continued to spill out of his belly, though, and then the other goblin roared with anger before he closed the gap between us and took a swing at me. 
 
    The lava goblins moved so slow, it barely took any effort to duck below their large fists. His strike connected with his companion’s downturned head, and the other beast flew across the beach to land on the thick grass with a thud that sent me stumbling around in a circle. 
 
    He wouldn’t be getting up for a while. 
 
    Then I drove my sword up through the crack between the other beast’s stone exterior and into the lava in his chest. The wound dumped lava onto the ground between us, and the beast fell to a knee as he reached out to try and grab me. 
 
    I stepped just out of his reach and wondered how I could kill them. The water wouldn’t work here, so I had to come up with another plan. If I spilled enough of their lava-blood, would they die? 
 
    Time to find out. 
 
    I called on my stone magic and sent a blast of sand at the beast on his knees. The tiny pebbles flew in a torrent at his face, and the lava goblin roared and tore at his eyes as the sand dug into all of his open flesh. When the sandstorm finally stopped, the beast laid on his stomach, and a small puddle of lava had formed around him. 
 
    “Is it dead?” Miraya asked from beside me with a raised eyebrow. “They’re normally quite tough.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond when the lava goblin rolled over to its back and groaned. 
 
    “So, that’s a no,” I replied. “How can I kill them?” 
 
    “Some say they have to be returned to the land to die.” The spirit frowned. “I don’t know if you can put them back into that volcano, though.” 
 
    “That would be too easy,” I muttered. “We have to think of something else to kill them.” 
 
    The lava goblins started to stir and roll around, so I conjured bolts of lightning magic that crackled from the sky and dove toward the beasts. Then each creature was shocked with several lightning bolts until they fell still again. 
 
    “Still not dead?” Miraya wondered. 
 
    “I doubt it.” I smirked. “I wonder if I could use my terra magic to reopen the volcano.” 
 
    “It’s not a true volcano,” the spirit replied as she tugged at her white hair. “I don’t think you can recreate Mollo’s magic until you have his power. I don’t know how you can kill them here.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t need to,” I murmured as an idea began to form. 
 
    I looked around at the beach, and then I called on my earthquake magic. A heavy rumble started under our feet and shook the landscape around us. Then a line zigzagged through the sand across the beach, and suddenly it cracked open with a loud smack. 
 
    As soon as the hole opened, I jogged over to the lava goblin closest to me and put my boot on his back. Then I shoved the giant body into the gaping hole in the ground, and he bellowed an angry howl as he dropped into the dark pit. The other lava goblin looked up from his prone position on the grass, and his fiery red eyes flashed with anger as he climbed back up to his feet. He charged at me with drool pouring from his toothy mouth, but I sidestepped the attack at the last second, and the second lava goblin tumbled into the deep chasm, too. 
 
    Then I crouched down next to the crevasse, put my hand into the sand, and called on my terra magic to pull the sides back together. The ground shook as the two halves of the ground slid together, and the lava goblins bellowed as the last beams of sunlight were extinguished over their heads before the hole closed above them. 
 
    “Problem solved,” I chuckled as I stood up and brushed off my hands before I turned to face Mollo. “Do you have any more beasts I can curb stomp? Or do you finally have the balls to face me yourself?” 
 
    Mollo’s dark eyes widened for a moment and then narrowed in agitation before he pulled his own sword from his belt and lifted it above his head. Then he sprinted toward me, and he moved so quickly, I barely had time to lift the Sword of Hatra before his blade clashed into mine. 
 
    The screeching sound of metal on metal echoed up and down the side of the mountain, and I took a breath and then spun to slice across the spirit’s midsection. The blade left a gash across his belly, but the wound quickly knit back together before I could even blink. 
 
    “Keep trying, dragon,” Mollo laughed. “Maybe you’ll tire yourself out and make it even easier for me to defeat you.” 
 
    I growled and sliced at the spirit again, and my blade cut through the meat of his forearm down to the bone. His arm hung limply at his side for a moment, and then it looked like invisible thread stitched the pieces back together as his arm retook its shape. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I grumbled. 
 
    But I had another idea. 
 
    I continued my attack with a flurry of swings and cuts to Mollo’s body, and every hit left him bleeding for a second before it healed. Then he began to defend himself against my blows, and he struck at me again with his blade. I blocked his attack and continued with my dozens of blows for every one of his. His automatic healing didn’t slow down, but I noticed he couldn’t heal more than one wound at a time. 
 
    Now, I just had to figure out how I could use this weakness against him. 
 
    I changed my tactic from slicing to stabbing, and I plunged the sword into his gut. I twisted the handle to cause the most damage, and then I yanked it out. As the spirit doubled over to begin healing, I took another slice across the jugular vein on the side of his throat. 
 
    Bright red blood began to pour down his neck, and he clutched at the wound while his belly healed. Blood dripped through his fingers, and I focused on another area as I brought the sword in a wide arc and buried the blade into his thigh. 
 
    “Gods!” Mollo bellowed as blood now dumped from multiple wounds. “You shall not beat me!” 
 
    Suddenly, the spirit dropped his sword and conjured a fireball in his hand. 
 
    “You think fire will hurt a dragon?” I smirked. 
 
    “You’re a fool if you think I’d be stupid enough to use a normal flame against you,” Mollo choked out a laugh as he took a step back and launched the fireball at me. 
 
    I held up my hand to absorb the fire, but as soon as it touched my hand, the orb exploded. The sparks scattered across my clothes and began to melt the fabric into my skin, and Miraya gasped and ran closer to me. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she called out in a distressed tone. 
 
    “No!” I shouted and held up my hand. “Don’t let it get on you!” 
 
    Then I turned toward my spiritual sea, sprinted to the water, and dove in. As the water cooled my skin, it also dissolved the sparks that hadn’t yet caught fire on my clothes. I hovered underwater for a moment to get rid of Mollo’s fireball, and then I kicked up to the surface and gasped for air. As I paddled back to shore, I sent a wave of my own healing magic through my body to get rid of any remaining sparks. 
 
    As I trudged up the wet sand onto the beach, Mollo had just finished healing his leg. 
 
    “Little dragon, how do you think you’re going to kill me when you can’t even hurt me?” the Flame spirit chuckled. 
 
    I eyed him carefully as I saw Miraya creep up behind him. 
 
    “Maybe I can’t hurt you,” I said with a frown. “But she can.” 
 
    Mollo turned just as Miraya put her hand on his shoulder, and the ray of white light that accompanied her magic burned into his flesh as he screamed in pain. The Flame spirit fell to his knees, and Miraya knelt down with him to keep her hand on his skin. Then Mollo began to convulse as though being hit with millions of volts of electricity, but Miraya didn’t falter as the other spirit seized on the ground. 
 
    The sword spirit was a genius. Mollo couldn’t heal if he was still getting hurt. 
 
    “Get back!” I shouted to Miraya, and she dropped her hand and rolled away in the sand as I conjured another birdcage.  
 
    The jail fell from the sky and landed on top of the Flame spirit as his seizures subsided, and after a couple seconds, he rolled over and slammed into the side of the cage. 
 
    “What in the name of the gods is this?” Mollo demanded. “You’ll pay for this, dragon!” 
 
    “Wrong again,” I chuckled. “You’ve already paid for challenging me. You and your sister severely underestimated what I could do, and now you can follow her lead and bow to me.” 
 
    “Why should I?” the spirit hissed. “You can’t kill me.” 
 
    “Maybe not.” I shrugged. “But I’ll keep you here regardless, and it can be in a nice little cage or in little pieces buried along my beach. Which way do you want it?” 
 
    “You dragons are always so barbaric,” Mollo grumbled. Then the Flame spirit took a deep breath and paced his cage for a moment before he let out a dramatic sigh and dropped to his knees. 
 
    “Keep going,” I demanded. 
 
    He glared at me with hatred in his eyes as he lowered his hands and face to the sand in a full bow. 
 
    Then the words appeared in my vision. 
 
    Predation: Activated 
 
    Skill: Automatic Healing, Swiftness 
 
    As the Flame spirit’s power washed over me, I could feel the automatic healing begin its work on my sore muscles. Now, I wouldn’t have to remember to heal myself in the midst of battle, and I would have even more endurance. 
 
    Fuck, yes. 
 
    I decided to test out the swiftness as well, and I took off at a jog down the coastline. Before I knew it, I was half a mile away from the cages, and I stopped and turned back to see Miraya wave at me from the shore. I felt fast and strong, and I knew my new power would come in handy. 
 
    I raced back to my lover, and she giggled when I skidded to a stop in front of her. 
 
    “That is quite a new ability,” she murmured. 
 
    “I think I’m going to like it.” I smirked as I leaned down and kissed her on top of her head. “Thank you. I couldn’t have gotten it without you.” 
 
    “Anything for you, my love,” Miraya replied with a wide grin. 
 
    “Oh, gods, you’re lovers?” Mollo groaned. “How can a spirit lower herself to the level of a mere dragon?” 
 
    “He was more than you expected,” the sword spirit shot back. “You should know he is more than a mere dragon by now.” 
 
    I laughed as the Flame spirit crossed his arms and averted his gaze. Then I realized without his healing power, Mollo’s skin was even paler and washed out, and his dark eyes had lightened to a honey brown. It seemed the magic had kept his body feeling fresh and strong as well, but without it, he was weak. 
 
    “What are you going to do with me now?” he mumbled. 
 
    “You can join your sister,” I snickered as I called on my stone magic to use the sand and pushed the cage across the beach until it collided with Rana’s prison. 
 
    Once the cages were still again, the two spirits reached for each other through the bars. 
 
    “You can talk, but no touching,” I ordered as I shot a layer of webbing between them before I turned back to Miraya. “I don’t know enough about them. Do you think they could get their strength back if they worked together?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Miraya admitted, “But anything is possible with old magic.” 
 
    The brother and sister spirit glared at me before turning back to each other to talk through the silky layer that now separated them. 
 
    “I have failed, dear sister,” Mollo muttered as he leaned his head against the bars. 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Rana agreed with a slight frown. “But fear not, our brother will not fall to the dragon.” 
 
    “Yes, true!” The Flame spirit nodded his head vigorously. “He is a warrior like nothing else the dragon has faced.” 
 
    “The dragon is right here, dumbass,” I called out and pointed to myself sarcastically. “And I’m not worried.” 
 
    “You should be,” Mollo warned. “Karys has more power than either of us have.” 
 
    “Had,” I corrected with a smirk. “I stole your power when you bowed to me, remember?” 
 
    “And when Karys slays you, the power will return to us,” Rana bragged. “And we’ll find someone else to use.” 
 
    “Use for what?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “For whatever we need,” Mollo chuckled. “Then we will gain even more power.” 
 
    “They’re insane,” Miraya whispered. 
 
    “Certifiably,” I agreed and then spoke louder to reach the caged spirits. “You’re not getting any more power or using anyone else from now on.” 
 
    “Don’t be so certain, dragon,” Rana hissed. “You still have to face Karys.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it,” I sneered and turned back to Miraya. “Bring the Bow.” 
 
    Miraya was gone in the blink of an eye to retrieve the final weapon. 
 
    “I believe we will find this quite entertaining,” Mollo said with a wry smile as he leaned against the bars of his cage. 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be alright.” I smirked and rolled my eyes. 
 
    Then a white light flashed across the beach, and Miraya reappeared with the Bow of Wellston in her hand. As soon as her toes hit the sand, Karys leapt from the weapon and took shape in front of me, and before I could react, he drew an arrow from the quiver on his back and aimed his bow at my chest. 
 
    Then he released the bow string. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The Bow spirit’s arrow plunged into my chest, and white-hot pain burned into my lungs for a moment before I yanked the arrow out and tossed it down to the ground. I looked down at the wound and saw my skin was already healing. I took a deep breath, and I could feel the magic healing my lungs as well, so the arrow must have nicked the organs when it plowed through my skin. 
 
    I glanced back up at the spirit of the Bow of Wellston, and he scowled. He had dark mahogany skin, just like the wood of the real relic, and he wore a cream tunic with black armor over his chest and a white quiver of arrows strapped onto his back. His long blond hair draped down to his lower back, and he held a white bow in a ready position as he glared at me with bright blue eyes. 
 
    “You’ve already defeated Mollo,” the spirit stated in a raspy voice. “Impressive, but I’m stronger than my brother.” 
 
    “And Rana,” I added as I pointed to the cages. “Now, it’s your turn.” 
 
    “You’re a fool, dragon,” Karys hissed. 
 
    “I keep hearing that,” I replied with a shrug. “But I keep beating you bitches, sooooo…” 
 
    “You have no idea the war you’ve begun!” he warned. “A war with the Celestial Triad cannot be undone.” 
 
    “That may be true,” I said, “but I know I’ll end it.” 
 
    Then I lifted the Sword of Hatra and charged the spirit with my newfound swiftness.  
 
    Miraya scurried across the sand to stay out of the fight, and Karys whipped an arrow from his quiver before I had even taken three steps. The arrow flew across the sand at me and planted itself into my shoulder. I slowed down to pull it out and then continued to run, but even as fast as I was now, Karys shot his arrows even faster. 
 
    I conjured a fire shield in my other hand and lifted it to block the barrage of arrows. Instead of embedding into the fiery defense, though, the arrows changed course and whipped around it to hit me. The sharp ends dug into my skin, and pain coursed through my veins as I pushed forward. 
 
    What the fuck? How did he avoid my shield? 
 
    Then Miraya’s words from a few days ago echoed in my mind. The Bow of Wellston gave its user the power to hit any target he desired, and apparently, the spirit of the Bow had the same ability. 
 
    By the time I was within a few yards of Karys, I had a dozen arrows sticking out of my arms and chest. I stopped to finish pulling them out of my skin, and the Bow spirit laughed maniacally as I plucked his projectiles from my torso. Then he shot one more, and I sliced the stem in half with the Sword of Hatra before it could land.  
 
    I didn’t need any more of those things sticking out. I already looked like a damn porcupine. 
 
    The spirit took in a sharp breath, like he was surprised I’d been able to react so quickly to his arrow, and then he turned and sprinted down the beach.. He glanced back over his shoulder and waved his hand, and a cluster of hawks burst from his palm and zoomed toward me. The birds’ talons flashed in the sunlight, and their beaks were open as they cawed in anticipation of their hunt. 
 
    The hawks dive-bombed me as I plucked the last arrow from my arm, and I swung my blade wildly to get the beasts away from me. The Sword of Hatra cut through two of them, and their bodies fluttered to the ground in a mess of tawny feathers and crimson blood. The rest continued to stab at me with their sharp beaks and talons, and I looked through the teeming flock to see Karys had run toward the anchor of my soul bridges. 
 
    “Oh, hell, no,” I growled. 
 
    I focused on my fire magic and roared as I released an explosion of flames from my core. The fire shot out from every part of my body and engulfed the birds in flames, and they cawed and squawked as they fell to the ground like fiery little missiles. 
 
    Before the last bird landed, I sprinted across the beach toward Karys. He looked over in time to see me, and he leaned down to touch one of the silvery-white ropes of the soul bridges. 
 
    A growl rumbled in my chest as I conjured a fiery bow and arrows, and I launched an arrow that plunged into the spirit’s hand just before he touched the rope.  
 
    “Bastard!” he howled as he yanked his hand back with a scowl. Then he stood up and lifted his palms as his hands shook. 
 
    Suddenly, a group of pointy pink noses emerged from underneath the sand between us, and I watched as the noses were followed by two-foot whiskers and then long clawed toes as rats the size of border collies crawled out of the ground. 
 
    “Desert rats!” Miraya called out from her spot near the grass, and she scrunched up her dainty nose. “I do not like rats.” 
 
    “Not a fan myself,” I muttered. “But they seem a bit easier to handle than lava goblins.” 
 
    The rats scurried across the sand toward me, and their hisses and squeaks sounded much angrier than the average rodent. I looked past the furry beasts to see Karys had walked past the anchor, and he continued along the shore laughing at my attackers. 
 
    “He thinks these little things will stop me?” I grunted. “Miraya, can you put some kind of protection on the anchors? I’ll handle these.” 
 
    “I can put a barrier over it,” the sword spirit replied. “Will that work?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I agreed. 
 
    Miraya hurried to the anchor to keep it safe from anyone else, and I focused on the giant rodents headed for me, but I doubted they would be much trouble. 
 
    I opened my maw and released a plume of flames back and forth on the desert rats like a flame-throwing exterminator, but somehow the rats scurried past the fire as though it had no effect on them at all. 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    “Are desert rats always impervious to fire?” I called out as I took a few steps back from the approaching horde. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Miraya frowned as she turned back to me. “Maybe they’re Karys’ version of them.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. 
 
    The rats gnashed their long front teeth as their claws tore through the sand, and their long black tails dragged along the ground behind them until one was close enough to reach me. Then it spun around and whipped its tail around my calf. The black appendage squeezed my leg and nearly knocked me over, but I regained my balance and swung the Sword of Hatra around to chop off the beast’s grimy tail. 
 
    The rat screeched in pain as it retreated, but it was quickly replaced by three more rats who wrapped their tails around my legs and tried to pull me down. I continued to swipe and chop at their tails with my blade, and then I swung at their big bodies as well. Soon, pieces of the desert rats laid at my feet, and ears, tails, heads, and round gray bodies piled up around me as I slashed at the furry beasts. 
 
    I looked up to see more of the rats climb out of the sand, and they all continued to climb over their dead companions and head straight for me. My automatic healing helped my tired muscles, but I knew I had to figure out a new plan. 
 
    Then I took a second to focus on one of my newly acquired skills, and as I homed in on Rana’s power, the golden paths seemed to light up before me. Though there were dozens of rats, each of them only had one path to me. So, I watched carefully as the first two creatures followed their lines straight for me, and then I hacked through their bodies with one blow. 
 
    “Ohhh, shit, it’s on now,” I snickered. 
 
    I continued to use the precognition skill and sliced through each desert rat before it could get close enough to use its tail, and wave after wave of furry beasts scuttled across the sand and got slaughtered by my blade. When the frenzy was finally over, dozens of desert rats laid in pieces around me, and it looked like a bomb had gone off. 
 
    Then I glanced up at Miraya who had just finished her barrier spell, and I could see a white bubble encased the anchors and the first few feet of the soul bridge ropes.  
 
    That should keep the Bow spirit from messing with my shit again. 
 
    Speaking of Karys, where the hell did he go? 
 
    I looked past Miraya along the shoreline, and I didn’t see any sign of the bastard. Then I heard a splash of water, and I jerked my head left to see the Bow spirit swimming through my spiritual sea. He was already half a mile from shore, and he was still paddling further out. 
 
    “Where is he going?” I asked Miraya as we met at the shoreline. 
 
    “You don’t know?” she asked, and her eyes widened with surprise. “It’s your spiritual sea.” 
 
    “I always stay on the beach or the mountain.” I shrugged. “I’ve never had any reason to swim out there.” 
 
    “We have to follow him,” she insisted. “If Karys went that far already, there’s something out there he wants.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it,” I agreed. 
 
    The thought of both of us swimming that far and fast to catch him didn’t seem likely to work well, though, so I imagined a boat that would take us out there. In the blink of an eye, a wooden rowboat appeared on the beach, and it looked like something out of an old storybook with its long wooden planks and bench seats. Two wooden oars were linked into hooks on the sides, and I stared at the boat with a frown. 
 
    “What the hell,” I muttered. “We’ll never catch him by rowing.” 
 
    “It’s what you imagined,” Miraya giggled. “Just add to it.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the boat, and then an outboard motor popped into view on the rear of the vessel. It was small, but it was better than the oars. 
 
    So, I hopped in and helped Miraya get on the bench seat in front. Then I tossed the oars off the side and reached over to the motor. I yanked the cord to start the engine, and it buzzed like I’d just started a lawnmower. 
 
    Good enough. 
 
    As we coasted into the spiritual sea, I grabbed the tiller to steer the propeller, and then I looked out across the water and saw Karys had looked over his shoulder at the sound of the motor. He treaded water for a moment and offered a devilish grin, and then he turned and continued to swim. 
 
    “Why is he smiling?” Miraya asked as a worried frown creased her face. 
 
    Before I could answer, a large silvery fin emerged from the surface of the water to our right, and I’d seen enough movies to know what that was. 
 
    Then the shark breached the surface, veered over and shouldered the side of our boat. The vessel rocked hard, and Miraya nearly fell out of the other side, but I grabbed her arm and pulled her back in as the shark dove back under the surface. 
 
    “You saved me,” the sword spirit gasped. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a quick smile. “Now, we have to figure out how to fight off an aggressive shark without going under the water where he can eat us.” 
 
    “Sounds easy enough,” Miraya said dryly. 
 
    I smirked, but before I could consider how to defeat the shark, it slammed into the side of the boat again. This time, though, we were a little more prepared and held tightly to the sides. The shark dipped back underwater, and I rifled through my abilities quickly to figure out a plan of attack. 
 
    Fire was obviously out, and my petrification cloud and webs would dissolve in the water. Earthquakes and lightning were useless here, though there was another magic I’d learned instead of assimilated. 
 
    So, I looked down into the water and searched for the beast, and when I caught a glimpse of its gray back, I created a funnel of water that dove down toward it. The water spun and twisted like a tornado as it homed in on the big fish, and then the shark was swept up in its current. Fins were flying everywhere as the funnel whipped the shark around, and I hit the motor to go past the beast. 
 
    Then the shark pushed into the center of the funnel and leapt out of the water over our boat. As it flew a few feet above us, I got a good look at its massive silver body, dark angry eyes, and multiple rows of dagger-like teeth. It clacked its jaws together as it looked down at us, and I knew it wouldn’t hesitate to tear us to shreds. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let that thing anywhere near Miraya, so as it crashed back into the water, I dove in after it. 
 
    “Lord Evan, no!” the sword spirit cried out just before I hit the water. 
 
    I pierced the surface of my spiritual sea, and I could feel the warmth of the water wash over me. I didn’t have time to enjoy it, though, and I turned in the direction of the shark’s landing. The large creature had already started its ascent to the surface to attack again, and it stopped in surprise as it noticed me hovering between it and the boat. 
 
    I conjured a water sword, and the weapon felt odd in my hand as the sea swirled around and through the handle. Then I faced off with my opponent, and the shark narrowed its eyes and sped toward me with its jaws opened wide. I watched its golden trajectory path light up in the water, and then it forked into two options. One path would take off my head, and the other path would give the shark access to my legs. 
 
    Instead of choosing, I prepared for both. I conjured a second water sword, and as the beast approached, I flung my body sideways. The shark soared underneath me, and I dragged the water sword along its backside. Then the shark’s blood filled the water as the blade sliced through its thick skin. 
 
    I started to swim to the surface for air, but then I realized my lungs weren’t even burning. The automatic healing repaired them before I even realized I needed oxygen, which was even better than when I used my healing magic to stay underwater longer. 
 
    Fucking cool. 
 
    While I marveled in my newfound ability, the shark made a U-turn and headed back toward me again. This time, the golden line of its path was clear. The beast intended to barrel straight into my chest, so as it approached with its wide jaw baring its sharp teeth, I stuck both the water swords straight out in front of me. 
 
    The wet blades plunged into the roof of the beast’s mouth, and even more blood poured into the water. The shark finally slowed as it seemed to reassess its desire to attack me. I took advantage of its hesitation and conjured a water rope. I swam in a quick loop underneath the beast and then jumped onto its back with the rope around its throat. 
 
    The shark tried to bite at the watery binding, but it couldn’t lower its jaw close enough to the rope. The beast thrashed and tried to buck me off its back, but I held on and tightened the rope so it couldn’t break free. 
 
    Once the beast began to tire out from fighting the binding, I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my belt and plunged it into the shark’s head. The blade plowed through its skull and out the bottom of its mouth, and then I released the rope, grabbed the hilt with both hands, and shoved off the shark’s back. 
 
    The beast’s blood left a trail as it slowly floated down into the depths of the sea, and I kicked my way to the surface next to the boat and pulled myself inside. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Miraya gasped, and she ran her hands over my body. “Did it bite you? I saw blood in the water.” 
 
    “It was the shark’s blood,” I panted as I took in a deep breath of air and sat on the bench. “I took care of it, but I want to know how he keeps sending all these damn animals at us.” 
 
    “I have a theory,” she murmured. “I think he’s able to recall the spirits of beasts he has killed.” 
 
    “That would make sense,” I agreed. “But he’s sending a whole shitload of them and then running away. I don’t get that.” 
 
    “Karys is working very hard to keep us back,” the sword spirit mused as I restarted the motor. “He wants something important.” 
 
    “I just don’t know what’s out there,” I said with a frown. “Shouldn’t I just know?” 
 
    “I would think so,” Miraya agreed. “You should know this land better than anyone else, certainly better than Karys. It’s a representation of your soul.” 
 
    “Where do the soul bridges lead?” I asked abruptly. 
 
    Miraya’s eyes widened as we both realized Karys must have already figured out the answer to that question, and I revved up the motor as we sped through the water to catch him. Though I could no longer see him in the water, somewhere inside of me, I already knew which direction he was going. 
 
    About two miles from the beach, I finally caught a glimpse of another piece of land. An island sprang up in the middle of the open water, and it was decorated with a variety of trees, grasses, and fruits in a rainbow of colors. Redwood trees soared high above the ground, and little bushes with red and blue berries hanging from their branches sat along the edge of the redwood forest. 
 
    As I pulled the boat onto the shore, I could see a set of footprints come out of the water, onto the sand, and further into the island. 
 
    “He’s already here,” I murmured. “What is this place?” 
 
    “What do you feel?” Miraya asked. 
 
    “I feel…” I hesitated to describe the feeling. “It’s like everything I believe in is here. My love for my women, my memories of my home world, my desire to have a family and care for children, my need to help Rahma, they’re all floating around here. It’s like breathing in a cloud of my deepest thoughts and memories.” 
 
    “Then it’s true,” the sword spirit sighed. “It has been said one’s spiritual sea contains a place that holds his core self. This must be yours.” 
 
    As Miraya spoke, I knew she was right. I could feel the years of memories from Earth as they circulated around me, and they mingled with my new memories of Inati. The emotions and nostalgia nearly choked me as I felt every single one of my desires and regrets all at once, and I shook my head and focused on the sand beneath my boots to ground me.  
 
    There were things I could change and things I couldn’t. It was time to focus on the present. 
 
    “Why didn’t I know about it?” I wondered as I faced Miraya. 
 
    “It seems you keep it far away from people’s obvious perception of you, which I believe is the mountain,” she mused as she twisted a lock of white hair around her finger. “It’s big and strong and commands attention, much like the version of you that most people see, but the sand here on the island is soft, and the breeze is gentle. The trees are representative of many parts of your personality, such as memories and ambitions. This is the part of you that not everyone gets to see, but it is the most important part of yourself.” 
 
    “So, the soul bridges lead here?” I asked as I looked across the beach to see another anchor with the white, glowing ropes tethered to its base. It was like a mirror image of the one I’d already seen, and I was mesmerized as I stared at the other end of the soul bridges. Even now, I realized there were several more ropes added to each woman’s bridge. 
 
    “It must be because we are the only ones you have allowed so close to you,” Miraya said with a smile. “You have allowed us to know your inner self, and now we have access to both parts of you.” 
 
    “Well, as odd as that whole thing is, I’m okay with it.” I shrugged. “My women are the only ones I’d ever want to know my core. Which means we need to get that Bow spirit the hell off my island.” 
 
    “You’ll have to catch me first,” I heard Karys chuckle from behind a giant redwood tree before he took off into the forest. 
 
    I growled and sprinted after him, and I started to catch up with him as he dipped and dodged between the trees. Then he turned and noticed how close I’d gotten, so he drew an arrow and shot it over his shoulder. 
 
    The projectile speared me in the belly, and I doubled over as it knocked the wind out of me for a moment. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Miraya asked as she caught up and leaned over next to me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grumbled and pulled the arrow from my gut. “I’m just getting real fucking tired of getting shot.” 
 
    “How do you block his power, though?” The sword spirit frowned. 
 
    “I’m not sure that I can,” I replied as I threw the arrow to the ground. “But I may have a way to at least confuse him. Stay by the soul bridge anchor and keep it safe. I’ll be back.” 
 
    Miraya nodded before she turned to run back to the anchor, and I focused on following Karys into my core’s forest. 
 
    As I got closer, I could hear his footsteps while he ran deeper into the trees, and I briefly wondered where he was going. Then I had him in my sights, and I narrowed my eyes as I picked up speed. 
 
    Karys looked over his shoulder and grabbed another arrow, but as he shot the projectile at me, I activated my displacement magic. I could see the light bend and refract around me as I pushed the image of myself over, so the spirit’s arrow glided right through my displaced version, and I watched as it embedded itself in a tree trunk behind me. 
 
    The Bow spirit looked completely bewildered and slowed to draw three more arrows. He released the bowstring a moment later, and all three arrows zoomed past me and into the forest. 
 
    As I closed the gap between us, Karys released another trio of arrows and then tumbled over a tree root into a clearing. The arrows missed my real body, and I grinned as I tackled the spirit to the ground. He rolled through the tackle, planted his heels on my chest, and kicked me away from him. Then he pulled out another arrow and shot one more time, but the arrow missed the target once more. 
 
    I ripped the bow from his hands and tossed it several feet away as I stood over him. 
 
    “Impossible!” Karys bellowed. “I never miss!” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve lost your touch.” I smirked. 
 
    The spirit narrowed his blue eyes and sat up to make a move for his bow, but I kicked his arm up behind him and then crouched as I put my forearm around his neck. I squeezed the chokehold for a moment, and I could feel his fight-or-flight responses kick in as he began to punch wildly. 
 
    “You can’t… kill me…” Karys choked out. 
 
    “I can,” I argued. “And I will. Why did you come to my core?” 
 
    “Stupid dragon,” the spirit chuckled hoarsely. “Why… should I tell you?” 
 
    “Your plan already failed,” I replied with a squeeze on his throat. “So, you might as well make things easier on yourself.” 
 
    “You should really… know more about your… spiritual sea,” Karys said between gasps. “Your vulnerability… is disturbing.” 
 
    “So, the core is where I’m most vulnerable?” I wondered. “You thought you could beat me here?” 
 
    “I should have,” he replied with a scowl. “No magic… can stop mine. Once we reached… your core, you should have… fallen prey to your desires. It is… the way of the dragons.” 
 
    “Sounds like you and your siblings thought I was no different than your previous opponents,” I said. “They were wrong, and so were you. Now, you will bow to me just as they did, and I will let you live.” 
 
    “Never,” Karys nearly whispered, and I tightened my grip on his throat as he gasped for air again. 
 
    “Bow to me,” I commanded. “Or die by my hand.” 
 
    “And you… will let me live?” he asked carefully. “With my brother and sister?” 
 
    “You have my word,” I answered. 
 
    “Then I must surrender,” Karys said in a soft voice as he finally stopped fighting me and lowered his head. “I will do it.” 
 
    I kept a close eye on the spirit as I slowly released the hold around his throat, and he immediately collapsed to his hands and knees as he gasped for a full breath of air. 
 
    “Now, spirit,” I demanded. 
 
    Karys nodded as he turned to face me while still on his knees, and as I stood above him, he dropped his hands to my feet with a bow. 
 
    Predation: Activated 
 
    Skill: Target Precision 
 
    The final cage appeared in the clearing, and I cleared my throat and gestured to the door. 
 
    Karys looked up and then over at the cage, and he stood with his head low and trudged inside. I slammed the door shut behind him, and I felt a sense of the old magic as it rushed through my veins. 
 
    I’d defeated all three relic spirits. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Now, I had to get this one back to the beach. He didn’t need to know anything else about my core. 
 
    So, I conjured a fire rope and whipped it around one of the bars of the spirit’s cage. Then I tied it into a knot and threw the other end over my shoulder as I began to drag him back through the forest to the beach. 
 
    It felt like an hour had passed before we broke free of the trees, and I looked over at the anchor to see Miraya as she paced back and forth across the sand. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she cried out when she saw me, and the sword spirit ran across the sand and threw her arms around my neck.  
 
    I wrapped my arm around her waist as she squeezed me and then planted a kiss on my lips. 
 
    “I told you I’d be back,” I teased as I released her. 
 
    “I know,” she said with a shy smile. “I still worry. It seems the relic spirits should have been more worried than they were.” 
 
    Karys scowled and crossed his arms over his chest, but he didn’t say a word. 
 
    “The displacement worked,” I told her. “He couldn’t hit my real body. So, no more arrows in my gut.” 
 
    “That’s amazing!” she gushed. “You have a brilliant mind, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Hey, I have some pretty damn good women to keep me sharp.” I winked, and Miraya giggled. “Anyway, let’s load him up in the boat and get him back to shore. We need to get to the cavern and give everyone an update.” 
 
    Miraya nodded, and we walked over to the motorized boat. I rubbed my chin for a moment, and then I decided that Karys’ comfort was not worth my efforts. So, I grabbed a rope from the floorboard and tied it to one of the oar hooks. Then I tied the other end to the cage and slapped the top with a grin. 
 
    “Enjoy the ride,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Ride?” Karys asked as he gripped the rails. “What ride?” 
 
    I laughed as I lifted Miraya into the boat and climbed in after her. Then I yanked the cord on the motor and sped back to the beach with Karys’ cage skidding along the water behind us. 
 
    The spirit alternated between yelling and gagging as we made our way to the shore, and I breathed in the salty air as a careless grin stretched across my face. 
 
    The relics had bowed to the dragon. 
 
    And eventually, so would the world.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    We coasted from the island across my spiritual sea, and the waves lapped at the sides of the boat as we sailed along. I could feel the mist of the water from the hull, and I went just fast enough to keep Karys’ cage above water. Well, mostly. He didn’t drown at least, which wouldn’t have bothered me, but I had a feeling he’d be of more use if he stayed alive. 
 
    “So, now you can use each of their abilities?” Miraya asked suddenly as we got closer to the shore, and the spirit cocked her head to the side with curiosity. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “I’ve never gained so many powers in such a short time, so I’m still trying to figure it all out. I have precognition from Rana, so I can see the paths an opponent could take, and the automatic healing and swiftness from Mollo, which are pretty easy to figure out since they don’t require any kind of activation.” 
 
    “And the ability to hit your prey?” the spirit wondered. 
 
    “Yep, got that, too.” I nodded. “I haven’t used it yet, of course, but I’ll definitely want to try it out soon. I need to know how it works if I need to use it in any battles.” 
 
    Just then, the boat slid onto the sand of the shore, and the cage skidded up behind us with a lap of the waves. Karys gripped the bars and spat out a mouthful of water before he gasped for air. 
 
    “How was the ride?” I smirked as I swung my body over the side of the boat and into the shallow water with a splash. 
 
    “Memorable,” the Bow spirit croaked with a glint of hatred in his blue eyes. 
 
    “Great!” I said with a grin. “You’ll have plenty to tell your siblings about when you join them.” 
 
    Karys grimaced as I grabbed the rope from the boat and dragged him closer to the other spirits, and the Sundex and Eternal Flame’s spirits looked flabbergasted as I pulled the cage up next to theirs and took a step back. 
 
    “Brother,” Mollo nearly whispered with wide eyes. “You have been bested?” 
 
    “Oh, gods, what do we do?” Rana moaned. “This is a disaster. We must do something!” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do,” Karys grunted. “The dragon has defeated us all.” 
 
    “How did he defeat you?” the Flame spirit wondered. “You are a mighty warrior, and no one has ever been able to survive one of your attacks. Did he use his power against you? Oh, gods, did he use my power? I no longer can heal without effort, so I know the dragon has taken my ability. He must have used it against you.” 
 
    “I prefer not to discuss the details of my failure,” his brother replied and averted his gaze with his nose up in the air. 
 
    “I wouldn’t, either,” I chuckled before I turned back to Miraya. “Now, we need to find somewhere else to put them without taking them out of my spiritual sea. They need to stay here, but I don’t want to see them every time I come to meditate.” 
 
    “Me, either,” the sword spirit agreed. “Do you know of a place here?” 
 
    “I didn’t even know my core island existed,” I laughed. “I’m just going to make a special place just for them. Shouldn’t be much harder than making a boat, right?” 
 
    “Good idea,” she chirped. 
 
    So, I closed my eyes and pictured a cavern dug out of the base of the grassy mountain next to the beach. It only needed to be big enough for the cages, and it didn’t have to be anything special, since they didn’t deserve some kind of mansion on the beach for the remainder of their lives. 
 
    As soon as I opened my eyes, I was ready to take the trio to their new abode. 
 
    I walked back over to the golden cages and weaved the rope into Rana and Mollo’s cages, so all three were linked together. Then I knotted the rope securely against the one I held, and I yanked on it to tighten the bond. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” Karys demanded as he grabbed the bars and pressed his face to the side of the cage. “I won’t be kept in another case like you built in the cavern. 
 
    “You’re going to a new hiding place,” I said with a shrug. “I’m just following orders here.” 
 
    “’Tis nothing to worry about,” the Bow spirit announced to his siblings over his shoulder. “We’ve been hidden away before, and we can do it again.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this time will be, you know, forever.” I smirked. “And you won’t be enjoying the beach view. I have a much better place in mind for you.” 
 
    “You do?” Rana asked as she chewed her bottom lip. “Do you want to kill us?” 
 
    “I want to,” I grumbled, “but I’ll keep you alive for now. So, let’s get to your new hiding place.” 
 
    As Miraya cocked her head with curiosity, I threw the rope over my shoulder and dragged the captured spirits across the beach and into the grass. I went left along the base of the mountain, and exactly where I expected, the mouth of a cave waited for its new occupants. The interior was dark, though some light from outside squeezed into the space. 
 
    I pulled the cages inside, and I conjured a torch and lit it with a fireball to hang on the wall. I pulled the rope free, and then I pushed each cage up against a different wall, so they couldn’t reach each other. 
 
    “There you go,” I announced as I dusted my hands off. “Home sweet home.” 
 
    “We are not pleased with these arrangements,” Rana said with a smug expression as she looked around the room. “We need something less constrictive and definitely with more light.” 
 
    “Well, I was not pleased with some old spirits trying to take over my power,” I growled. “This is what happens when you fuck with a dragon, and I’ll teach you how to respect me.” 
 
    All three spirits gasped as my voice rumbled through the cave, but I turned on my heels and strode out into the sunlight before they could say another word. As soon as I was outside, I relaxed, and I could feel the surge of all the old magic swirling around inside me. I was more powerful than ever, and the knowledge left me feeling a little heady. I’d defeated all the relic spirits, and now I held all their magical abilities within me. It was strange to feel the combination of old magic and new magic, though. It was almost like looking at two sides of the same coin. 
 
    Then the power seemed to expand, and I had to stop and take a deep breath. I was worried about one person holding all of the relics before, and so were the gods when they took them away. I knew they had a ton of power from the moment I’d seen the Sundex, so what made me think I was the right person to handle all of it? What if their power corrupted me somehow? 
 
    I was suddenly overcome with anxiety at the thought of the gods for this world getting pissed off that I’d kept the power for myself. They could just smite me if they wanted to, right? 
 
    Or maybe not.  
 
    What if I was becoming a god? 
 
    “My lord?” Miraya’s voice broke through my inner thoughts. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Huh?” I looked up, and I could feel beads of sweat drip down my forehead while I wrung my hands together. 
 
    “You seem to be quite tormented,” the spirit said softly. “Do you need to sit down?” 
 
    “No,” I muttered and shook my head. “I need to figure out what to do with all this shit. It feels like I have so much power rushing around in my head.” 
 
    As if on cue, the waters of my spiritual sea began to churn with discomfort, and several waves crashed over the shore. The wind picked up and blew small sandstorms around the beach, and dark clouds seemed to appear out of nowhere as shadows passed over the sand at our feet. 
 
    “Perhaps some meditation?” Miraya suggested as she looked up at the churning sky overhead. 
 
    “Eventually,” I agreed. “I think the first thing I need to do is talk to the person who helped me understand my power and how to access my spiritual sea.” 
 
    “Who is that?” She frowned and looked at me curiously. 
 
    “My dad,” I replied. “It’s time to get back to my roots.” 
 
    I hoped Ruslan would know exactly how to help me work through my new powers. He’d helped me understand my spiritual sea and how to cultivate, and he was a skilled cultivator himself, not to mention a wise old fox. Since we’d already planned to go back to Hatra, it would be easy to continue with that plan, and I could talk to him about everything that had happened, including the new abilities. 
 
    “You know best, my lord,” Miraya agreed as she dipped into a curtsy. 
 
    “Let’s get back, then,” I murmured and took her hand. 
 
    “Do you wish me to join you in physical form?” the spirit asked with her head still lowered. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a smile. 
 
    Before I could take another breath, the sword spirit and I stood in the cavern where I’d reached for the Bow. It seemed like days had passed since I’d started to pull the Bow of Wellston from its case, but I couldn’t tell much of anything while we were underground in the catacombs. 
 
    The artifacts clattered to the ground in front of us, and the sound echoed around the cavern to announce our arrival like a set of crashing cymbals. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Alyona squealed and wrapped her arms around my neck. She must have been standing in front of my physical body while I fought the spirits, and I could only imagine all of my companions had been waiting impatiently for my return. 
 
    “Oh, gods, you’re back!” Polina cried out from just beyond the princess. 
 
    “You’re safe!” Marina chirped. 
 
    “The battle is over!” Trina declared. “And obviously Lord Evan won. We knew he would!” 
 
    All three dryads rushed over to hug me as well, and then Aaliyah, Ravi, and Laika followed suit. All of my women had their arms wrapped around me, and I chuckled as I tried my best to hug them all back. 
 
    “We were so anxious,” Laika murmured, and her furry gray tail swished around behind her. “We didn’t like letting you fight a battle alone, but we couldn’t do much from out here.” 
 
    “I’m okay, it’s fine,” I assured them. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “We got all our worrying out while you were gone,” Aaliyah mumbled against my sleeve. “Now, we’re just relieved.” 
 
    “So, what exactly happened?” Naomi asked from just outside the hugging circle. “You’ve been standing in that same place for hours like a statue. You didn’t move, and your breathing was so light.” 
 
    “And how did it happen?” Alyona wondered as all the women took a step back. “I’ve never seen someone go into their spiritual sea without trying, nor while simply standing up. It was eerie to look into your eyes. They stared into nothing, and I wanted to come help you, but Miraya assured us you were handling the situation just fine. So, now we need to know what happened.” 
 
    “The spirit of the Sundex, Rana, said it happened when I brought her closer to the Bow,” I explained. “She said it gave her the last boost of power she needed to move from my storage into my spiritual sea, but she wasn’t expecting me to show up there, too. We basically arrived on the beach of my spiritual sea at the same moment.” 
 
    “How did you know she would be there?” Ravi asked, and her blue eyes were wide with wonder as my women spread out around me like they were waiting for story time. 
 
    “I didn’t.” I shrugged. “It must have been some kind of natural instinct. As soon as I got there, she said most people don’t know when she’s about to attack them. So, I had to defend myself against her. She put up a good fight, but I knew I had to come out on top somehow. Once I kicked her ass and made her bow down to me, I realized I could fight each of the relic spirits, and that would be one less thing for me to worry about with the princess carrying part of the Celestial Triad.” 
 
    “She bowed to you?” Naomi’s magenta eyebrows shot up with surprise. “They are very old magic that typically can’t belong to anyone, yet you were able to become her master. Why would she do that?” 
 
    “Because I won,” I replied with a smirk. “After I had Rana dead to rights, she agreed to bow to me. So, then Miraya brought the Eternal Flame in next.” 
 
    “What was that spirit like?” Trina asked. 
 
    “Mollo was a bit of a challenge since he could automatically heal himself.” I scratched my head as I remembered the spirit’s tenacity in battle. “Every time I injured him, he was quick to heal and go back to sending animals after me. Lucky for me, I had Miraya to help, and she used some of her power to shock him long enough for me to trap him.” 
 
    “Shock him?” Marina repeated as her green lips pursed into a frown. 
 
    “She, ah, used electricity?” I fumbled for an explanation. “Like harnessed lightning. It was cool. Anyway, she hurt him longer than I had been, so it made it harder for him to heal. And it worked, but the Bow was the biggest challenge of all of them.” 
 
    “Did it have the same power as this?” Polina wondered as she gestured to the physical bow on the ground. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “Plus, he kept conjuring animals to fight us off, so he could get to my core, where he thought I’d become weaker and give him an advantage, but I was stronger than he thought I would be.” 
 
    “Of course, you were,” Marina giggled as she squeezed my bicep. 
 
    “Dumb old spirits,” Trina agreed. 
 
    “Thought they could take on the sexy badass dragon,” Polina scoffed and rolled her jade eyes. 
 
    “Don’t forget about the best part,” Miraya whispered, and her eyes were alight with excitement as we retold the battle story. 
 
    “Dragging Karys through the water?” I grinned as I pictured the pompous spirit spitting out water once we landed. 
 
    “No,” she laughed. “Your skill.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” I breathed. “Yeah, I assimilated all their powers.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Lord Vallen sighed, and I jerked my head toward him. 
 
    I’d nearly forgotten the lizard leader was in the cavern with us, but he was also watching me with a childlike excitement that matched my women’s. 
 
    “So, what are all their powers?” Nike asked with a glint in his silver eyes. 
 
    “Precognition from the Sundex,” I replied as I ticked them off on my fingers. “Automatic healing and swiftness from the Eternal Flame, and target precision from Karys.” 
 
    “Amazing.” My fellow noble nodded his head in appreciation. “Those skills will most certainly be useful to you on the battlefield, brother.” 
 
    “Each time I assimilated the abilities, I used them against the next opponent,” I replied with a grin. “It pissed them off, but it worked for me.” 
 
    “So, what about these things now?” Aaliyah wondered and pointed to the artifacts. 
 
    I leaned down and picked up the Sundex. I no longer felt the cold dread that had accompanied the relic before, and I turned it over in my hands to ensure the artifact was safe now. Then I gazed at the inscription for a moment before I handed it to Alyona. 
 
    “Pretty sure I’m the only one they matter to now,” I replied. “But I don’t want to take any risks. Let’s keep the relics separate from my spiritual sea for now.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” The princess nodded and slipped the Sundex into her spatial storage.  
 
    I leaned down and grabbed the Flame and the Bow, and she stored them away as well. I knew the relics didn’t bother her like they’d bothered me, but I’d still feel much better once they were safely tucked away in the egg vault. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “I think we should still put them inside the vault,” I answered. “Plus, I want to see my father and talk to him about everything, so we should get back to Hatra as soon as possible.” 
 
    “He will be so happy to see you.” The princess nodded knowingly. “I’m sure Valerra and the others will be, too.” 
 
    “Well, Valerra is going to be hit or miss,” I chuckled. “But I know one part of me she’s missed for sure.” 
 
    The dryads giggled uncontrollably, though Naomi looked confused for a moment before she blushed and turned away. 
 
    Valerra was the only member of my harem who hadn’t accompanied me on our campaign across Rahma. She was home in Hatra, though she was pretty pissy about not getting to stay in her beloved canyons. She’d been caring for her sister’s egg since the mage killed Valerra’s family before the egg hatched, and now she took care of our egg as well. She also claimed she only wanted to have sex with me to continue the dragon race, but I quickly figured out she’d been pregnant after our first encounter, so she’d enjoyed the many times we’d fucked afterward just as much as I did, though she hated to admit it. 
 
    “And we can check on your egg!” Miraya pointed out with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, I need to see how little Junior is doing,” I agreed and chuckled. Valerra hated when I called our egg Junior, so I did it as often as possible. “And I can see Ilya and Ilyushina.” 
 
    “Oh, how they must have grown!” Alyona gushed as her amethyst eyes sparkled. “When should we pack our wagon?” 
 
    “Before we start packing, my lord,” Ravi started as she shifted shyly from foot to foot, “could I ask you something?” 
 
    “Of course, Ravi,” I replied and focused on her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing at all,” the phoenix said, but then she blushed and ducked her head. “I was just wondering if I could stay here in Kana and help. They have a lot of rebuilding to do, and I think I could be helpful with my knowledge of the desert.” 
 
    “We were thinking the same thing,” Polina sighed. “We’d hate to leave them all alone to do so much work.” 
 
    Trina and Marina nodded with sad expressions. 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea,” I answered before I frowned. “The only part I don’t like is leaving any of my women here without a guard.” 
 
    “I can stay,” Nike offered. “I can help, too, if that’s alright. You are my brother, and I’d be honored if you would trust me to keep your women safe.” 
 
    “You don’t mind?” I asked as I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” the noble said with a shrug. “I’ll always do what is needed for you and for Rahma.” 
 
    “If you’re staying to guard the city, could I go to Hatra?” Naomi asked suddenly. “Would that be okay with you?” 
 
    Several heads whipped around to look at her in surprise. 
 
    “You want to go?” I asked, and my mouth fell open slightly. 
 
    “Well, I’ve really only been on my magical book searches and then returned home,” the lizard mage explained. “I’d love to explore another city.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” I replied. “You can come, see my city, meet Valerra--” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want to intrude on the Crimson Dragon,” she interjected as she waved her hands quickly. “I’ll just explore. It’s okay.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” I chuckled. “You’ll be fine. Everyone will want to meet you.” 
 
    “Everyone?” the lizard mage squeaked, and her face clouded with second thoughts, but I wasn’t about to let her stay here now. 
 
    “If only half of us are going, I can create a portal,” Alyona suggested. “We would get there much faster.” 
 
    “And it would keep anyone from following us,” I agreed. “Let’s do that, but first, we have one other important matter to handle.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Aaliyah asked as a concerned frown creased her face, and her long tail flicked back and forth behind her. 
 
    “Lunch,” I declared as my stomach rumbled. 
 
    Everyone laughed, and I rubbed at my belly as I thought about how soon we’d be going home. It had only been a few hours since breakfast, but it had felt like days in my spiritual sea, and I was fucking starving.  
 
    Probably from kicking ass all morning. 
 
    Vallen scurried ahead of us to tell the kitchen staff to start on lunch, and the rest of us walked behind him and up the stairs into the castle. As we headed down the hallway, I could already hear pots and pans banging around the kitchen as the cooks rushed around to prepare food, and by the time we sat down at the table, two servants were setting down baskets of bread and bowls of sweet honey butter.  
 
    “Oh, yessss.” I grabbed a roll and bit off a chunk to settle my angry stomach as we waited for the rest of our meal. 
 
    “Lord Vallen, where do you think we would be most useful in our efforts to help you?” Nike asked as he picked up a roll and tore off a piece. 
 
    “I think we should start with homes,” the lizard leader replied, and he rubbed his chin in thought. “We have done several temporary repairs to ensure the buildings are standing, but if we get any sandstorms soon, those homes will not stand up to the wind.” 
 
    “We can figure out which houses are more likely to be affected by storms and work our way down,” Nike said, and I could practically see the gears of his strategic mind turning. “I do think the fields will be a high priority, as well.” 
 
    “We can start there!” Trina volunteered as she bounced in her seat. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve already started some work on them,” Marina agreed. 
 
    “It won’t be too hard for us to expand on it, so the crops flourish,” Polina said with a grin. 
 
    “The people of Kana will be so grateful,” Vallen commended them. “As will I. The rebuilding will take quite some time, though I do believe the citizens will be happy to help where they can.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan,” I agreed as the servants brought out the rest of the meal, and I could smell the platter of boar chops before I saw it.  
 
    The gamey meat smelled heavenly, and my mouth watered as the staff set it down on the table. It was covered in some kind of brown and red seasoning that smelled like apples, and I resisted grabbing one immediately and ripping the meat from the bone. Another tray was filled with cubes of a strongly scented cheese, and I held my breath as the servants set down the final trays of long green bananas. 
 
    As soon as they stepped away from the table, I leaned forward and stabbed a pork chop to drop it onto my plate. Then I piled the cheese and fruit next to it and dug in. The first bite of meat to hit my tongue practically melted in my mouth, and the sweet juices dribbled down my throat. 
 
    I groaned as I ate each bite, and I looked up when I heard the dryads giggling. 
 
    “Is it good, my lord?” Polina asked as she tried to hold a serious expression. 
 
    “Delicious,” I mumbled through a mouthful of meat. 
 
    They snickered some more, and then everyone began to eat. 
 
    Lunch was nearly silent, though Nike and Vallen threw out ideas here and there about what to do while fixing up the city. 
 
    “I’m going to go prepare a bag,” Naomi announced as she finished her plate. “Then I’ll be ready to go.” 
 
    I nodded as she darted out of the room. 
 
    “I am a bit surprised she wants to go with us,” Alyona murmured just loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    “I’m not,” I chuckled. “She’s become a little more, ah, interested in the last few days.” 
 
    “Oooh,” the princess sighed. “Are we expanding our family soon?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I replied with a grin. “We almost have her.” 
 
    Alyona smiled just as Naomi breezed back into the room. 
 
    “I’m ready,” the lizard mage announced. “Unless you don’t want me to go anymore, of course. I can just stay here and--” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Alyona interjected sweetly. “We all want you to come.” 
 
    “You do?” Naomi’s amber eyes widened at the princess’ knowing smile. 
 
    “Of course,” my fiancée replied. “We’d love to have you, right?” 
 
    “Mmmhm,” Aaliyah purred, and her orange eyes were hooded as she licked grease off her full lips. 
 
    “Most certainly.” Laika’s voice was hoarse as her gray eyes fluttered. 
 
    “We only wish we were coming now, too,” Trina pouted, and all three dryads nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed as my grin stretched even wider. “We would all love it.” 
 
    Naomi’s face flushed nearly as dark as her scales before she heaved her bag up onto the table with a thump. 
 
    “Good, ah, well, I brought some books for the trip, just in case we need them,” she said to change the subject. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of things to do with our time,” I countered with a quirked eyebrow. “But they might come in handy.” 
 
    “I’ll go ahead and start on the portal,” Alyona said as she stood up from the table. “Lady Naomi, would you like me to teach you?” 
 
    “Oh, that would be great!” the lizard Demi-Human replied as she threw her bag back over her shoulder. 
 
    The two mages walked toward the doorway, and Alyona began to explain how the portal worked. Then they began to murmur words together, and within seconds, a purple and white shimmer appeared in the doorway. Then it shifted and waved until a misty view of the city of Hatra could be seen. 
 
    I could just make out the base of the Lunar Palace through the entrance, and my heart raced at the thought of being home. 
 
    “It’s ready!” Alyona called out. 
 
    “Let’s do it!” Aaliyah declared as she pushed her chair back from the table. 
 
    “Wait, Aaliyah,” I said and stood to grab her arm. “You shouldn’t go through first. We didn’t tell them we were coming, and I don’t want anyone to think you’re an intruder.” 
 
    “Ahh, yeah,” the lioness agreed as her round ears flattened against her head. “I don’t want them to send the Crimson Dragon after me.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” I chuckled. “I know you’re excited, though, so you and I can go through together. Sound good?” 
 
    “Perrrrfect,” she purred and winked. 
 
    “Lady Naomi, you can go through with Miraya,” I directed. “Then Alyona and Laika can go and close the portal after we get there.” 
 
    “See you soon, Lord Evan!” Ravi exclaimed, and she waved excitedly from where she was seated beside the dryads. 
 
    “Don’t have too much fun without us,” Polina teased as I grabbed Aaliyah’s hand. 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it.” I winked and walked through the portal with the lion Demi-Human at my side. 
 
    We stepped into the sunlight in front of the Lunar Palace, and as Aaliyah inhaled sharply, I had to pause for a few seconds myself to take it all in. 
 
    Hatra was incredible. As the other four women walked through the portal behind us, I gazed left to right at the buildings that hadn’t been there before, the bustling market, the dozens of new faces that now stopped and stared in awe, fear, or a combination of both. Then the whispers began to pass through the crowd as they tried to figure out who we were. 
 
    “One of them has to be a mage.” 
 
    “Why are they here?” 
 
    “Someone went to tell Ruslan.” 
 
    I quickly realized it wouldn’t have mattered who came through the portal first. There were so many new people in the city now, most of them hadn’t ever seen me in person either.  
 
    Before I could announce myself, a head of blue hair bobbed through the crowd, and the people parted to allow a young fox Demi-Human to get to the front. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Afra cried out as she grinned from ear-to-ear. “You’ve returned!” 
 
    “Afra,” I sighed with relief at the familiar face. “So good to see you.” 
 
    “And you, my lord,” the fox replied with a dip of her head. “And milady!” 
 
    Alyona stepped forward and embraced Afra while the crowd continued to murmur, though now the sounds were excited instead of worried. We’d been gone for several months now, and the population of Hatra had easily doubled, perhaps even tripled. I could see a variety of Demi-Humans, some dryads, a few humans, and several people with a pale pink skin that I hadn’t seen before. 
 
    My city had become home to so many new people, and I was grinning from ear to ear when the crowd parted again for Ruslan and Julia. 
 
    My adopted parents were the Elders of Hatra, though neither of them looked a day over thirty. Ruslan’s bright red hair gleamed in the sun, and his fox face was alight with excitement as he rushed forward and wrapped me up into a hug. Julia was right behind him with her brown hair tied back into a ponytail, and her pale blue eyes glistened with happy tears. She threw her arms around us both, and my inner dragon nearly purred with contentment.  
 
    It was good to be home. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Pops,” I murmured against Ruslan’s hair, and I could feel his fox ears twitch as I spoke. 
 
    “You didn’t tell us you were coming home!” Ruslan finally huffed as he released me. 
 
    “I figured we could surprise you,” I chuckled, and I ran my fingers through my hair. 
 
    “You need a haircut,” Julia teased, and she stepped back to look me up and down as she snapped open her signature fan and began to wave it around in front of me. 
 
    “I know, Mother,” I laughed. “You can do whatever you want to it while I’m here. 
 
    Julia clucked her tongue and then looked over to Alyona, and the two women hugged tightly. Just then, another figure pushed through the crowd, and soon Moskal gripped my forearm in greeting. The human Elder looked much like his sister, and his brown hair was cut in a shaggy style, while his pale blue eyes stared deeply into mine. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Julia’s brother said in a soft voice. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “Thank you, uncle,” I replied before we let go. “The city looks amazing.” 
 
    “Well, we had some really great plans to inspire us.” Ruslan flashed me a devilish smile as he unrolled a small stack of papers from his pocket. 
 
    “My plans?” I gasped. “You used them?” 
 
    “You worked so hard on your ideas, and this is your city now,” my father replied. “So, of course, we wanted to get as close as we could to your schematics.” 
 
    “You’ve done an excellent job,” I praised as I gazed around at the buildings I could see. 
 
    Most of the buildings here by the Lunar Palace had dragons carved into the stones or on metal plates attached to their fronts. The spiral-style roofs were tall, just as I’d designed them before, and the gray stones had been placed with painstaking care. A lot of hard work had gone into rebuilding the city, and I was proud to call it mine. 
 
    “So have you,” Ruslan joked as he finally looked past me at the other women in my party. “Who are these other lovely ladies? You seem to be missing a few.” 
 
    “Nike, Ravi, and the dryads decided to stay in Kana,” I explained. “There is a lot of work to be done since the city was attacked by bandits.” 
 
    “Bandits?” Julia gasped. “Is everyone alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied, “but the town was torn up pretty badly. Buildings burned up, doors kicked down, all that shit. So, they wanted to help put things back together.” 
 
    “Terrible,” Ruslan said as he shook his head. “But back to my original question…” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I chuckled before I gestured to my lioness. “This is Lady Aaliyah, one of the nobles from Tikal. She helped us initiate alliances between the three houses of Tikal, and then she decided to continue with us.” 
 
    “Lovely to meet you,” my father declared as he kissed the lioness’ clawed hand. 
 
    “And you,” Aaliyah returned with a smile that exposed her long canines. 
 
    “This is Miraya, the spirit of the Sword of Hatra,” I continued as I gestured toward the spirit. 
 
    “Oh!” Julia gasped as her blue eyes raked over the spirit. “You regularly travel in human form?” 
 
    “Oh, no, milady.” Miraya shook her head. “I have only recently learned how beneficial it is to be with my master while in my physical body.” 
 
    “I see.” Ruslan winked and then nodded toward Naomi. 
 
    “Lady Naomi is a mage from Kana,” I said. “First, she tried to kill me for going there, but she doesn’t hate me as much now.” 
 
    “I never said I hated you,” Naomi interjected with a pout. “I just don’t trust people.” 
 
    “Which is understandable,” Julia assured her. “My son, however, is worthy of your trust, Lady Naomi.” 
 
    “He is,” she agreed, and I turned to her with surprise before she averted her gaze with another eye roll. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I chuckled. “It’s not the first time I’ve had to prove myself, which reminds me. I need to go check in on Valerra and Junior.” 
 
    “Well, listen, my son,” Ruslan began, and his smile abruptly dropped as his ears flattened against his head. “We need to talk to you before--” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I cut him off as I looked up at the palace with worry. “The eggs?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, the eggs are fine,” the fox replied with a wave of his hand. “It’s just that--” 
 
    “Evaaaaaan!” I heard a familiar voice roar from inside the palace, and Ruslan winced. 
 
    Apparently, the Crimson Dragon was pissed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Valerra stomped out of the Lunar Palace, and her normally pale amber eyes were bright gold with rage as her straight red hair billowed out behind her. The Crimson Dragon wore a slender red dress that matched her angry red face and ended at her mid-thigh, and I was slightly disappointed I’d talked her into wearing clothes when she was outside of her room. I could just make out the outline of her lithe figure under the crimson fabric, and my cock twitched in anticipation of our reunion, which would apparently have to wait, since she didn’t quite look like she was in the mood. 
 
    Two human women scurried out of the palace after my lover, and they stood behind Valerra as she stopped in front of me with her arms folded across her chest. The crowd seemed to dissipate with the appearance of the angry dragon, and I tried for a warm smile. 
 
    “Hey--” I started, but she immediately cut me off.  
 
    “It’s about time you got back!” Her voice was shrill as she waved one arm behind her and then crossed it across her breasts again. “Do you see this? They won’t stop following me! Everywhere I go, there they are! In the kitchen, in my chambers, even in the damn bathroom!” 
 
    “We’re your ladies-in-waiting, milady,” one of the women explained with a patient smile. The woman’s blonde hair was pulled back into a bun, and she wore a plain blue dress that matched her companion’s. “We always wait on you. It is our duty, and we are so happy to serve you.” 
 
    “But I don’t need anyone to wait on me!” Valerra snarled as she rolled her eyes and glared at me again. “Is this what you fancy humans do? Let people follow you around all day? Tell them to leave me alone. You are the lord of the city.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” I chuckled. “They said they’re so happy to help you. That’s very nice of them.” 
 
    “And they aren’t worried you’ll eat them,” Laika pointed out with a Cheshire cat grin. 
 
    “I still might,” Valerra growled, and her gold eyes flashed. “Just because I saved the people from a few attacks--” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked as the smile dropped from my face. “What attacks?” 
 
    “It was nothing,” Ruslan interjected as he gripped my forearm. “We handled them just fine with Valerra’s help. She certainly made them regret coming here. The Blue Tree Guild didn’t even have time to gather their forces before she destroyed the enemies.” 
 
    “Why did they attack?” I pressed. “And who attacked? What did they want?” 
 
    “I didn’t stop to ask,” Valerra huffed and then smirked. “I was too busy scorching them to their bones for even trying such a stupid idea. If you see little piles of ashes outside the gates, you’re welcome.” 
 
    “Oh, Lady Valerra!” one of the servants giggled. “We already cleaned those up for you, silly.” 
 
    “Either way, the people love her now,” Ruslan pointed out before Valerra could reply. “She saved us all from the attacks, and the city is grateful.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been fantastic.” The dragon’s voice dripped with sarcasm as she glanced over her shoulder at her staff again. “They love to celebrate. The food is fine, but the rest is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Milady, they didn’t know you wouldn’t like the party,” one of the ladies chirped. “They thought you would enjoy having a celebration in your honor. It isn’t their fault you didn’t like parties.” 
 
    “Oh, right, Eleanor,” Valerra snorted. “Dragons love parties.” 
 
    “I don’t mind parties,” I offered with a grin. 
 
    “They threw me a surprise party, Evan!” my lover hissed. “I nearly roasted half the population of Hatra in a matter of seconds!” 
 
    “But you didn’t roast any of your subjects,” Ruslan reminded her with a smile. “So, we all still love you.” 
 
    “I almost shifted into my dragon form right there in the dining hall!” Valerra argued. “I would have destroyed the entire palace!” 
 
    “Well, true,” Julia admitted as she casually fanned herself, “but you realized what was happening, and the party turned out great!” 
 
    “If you like parties,” the lady dragon mumbled and looked angrily over her shoulder away from the rest of us. 
 
    “We do!” Eleanor declared and turned to her companion. “Right, Emily?” 
 
    “Right!” her fellow lady-in-waiting replied, and she twisted her brown hair around her finger before her green eyes lit up with excitement. “Ooh! We should throw one tonight for Lord Evan and Princess Alyona’s return!” 
 
    “Oh, gods, whyyyyy,” Valerra groaned and clenched her fists at her sides. 
 
    Alyona and Laika stifled their laughs at the Crimson Dragon’s frustration. 
 
    “We’ve heard the wonderful stories of how Lord Evan rebuilt our city when everyone else thought Hatra was long gone,” Eleanor gushed. 
 
    “Yes, his return should be celebrated!” Emily agreed as she clasped her hands together over her chest. 
 
    “We can decorate the city with flowers and ribbon!” Eleanor suggested with a grin. 
 
    “And we can have the palace staff prepare a most splendid meal for all of our travelers!” Emily added. 
 
    “But no surprises this time, milady,” Eleanor said soberly, and she put a gentle hand on Valerra’s shoulder. “You will be apprised of every detail of the celebration.” 
 
    “We have learned our lesson.” Emily nodded and reached for Valerra’s other shoulder. 
 
    A growl rumbled in the lady dragon’s chest, and both women pulled their hands back quickly, though they never stopped smiling. 
 
    “At least Mallory’s hair is growing back now,” Eleanor chirped. 
 
    “It’s her own fault for standing so close to the door where a dragon would enter and be surprised,” Valerra muttered and turned her nose up into the air. 
 
    “Yes, of course, it was,” Emily agreed. “And we won’t ever surprise Lady Valerra like that again.” 
 
    “We only want to make you happy,” Eleanor added with a grin. 
 
    “You, ah, scorched someone’s hair off?” I asked as I tried to stifle my own laugh. 
 
    “It was a reflex,” the lady dragon hissed. 
 
    “Badass,” Aaliyah murmured with a feline smile. “I like her.” 
 
    “And you would be?” Valerra raised a red eyebrow as she eyed the lioness. 
 
    “Sorry, you weren’t out here yet when I introduced my group,” I replied. “These women are Lady Aaliyah of Tikal, Lady Naomi of Kana, and Miraya, spirit of the Sword of Healing.” 
 
    “And they are all now a part of our harem?” my dragon mate asked and looked the other women up and down. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not part of any of that,” Naomi finally spoke up, though she sounded uncertain. 
 
    I just wasn’t sure if it was about Valerra or about not being part of the harem. 
 
    “What?” Julia asked as she stepped forward and took the lizard mage’s hands. “Why not? Our son is a wonderful person, and he would take great care of you.” 
 
    “Ah, um, yes, he is,” Naomi agreed with an awkward glance at their hands. “I just, ah, don’t… I prefer women… is all… Anyway, how does a dragon who isn’t even from here have human and fox Demi-Human parents?” 
 
    “Ruslan and Julia adopted me,” I replied as Julia froze with a shocked expression. “We did the whole blood ceremony and all that, which reminds me. I need to have some time alone with my dad if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Valerra’s head whipped around to me again, and I could see she was annoyed that I was about to leave her alone with all the women, including her ladies-in-waiting. 
 
    “You come back just to leave me again?” she hissed. 
 
    “I won’t be long,” I chuckled. “I know you missed me. Just say it.” 
 
    “I will say no such thing!” Valerra growled. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured her with a smirk, and I blew her a small kiss. “I can see it in your eyes. I missed you and Junior, too.” 
 
    “We’ll get everything ready for the party,” Julia offered before Valerra could argue. “You two go talk. I’m sure Evan would enjoy seeing all the changes around the city.” 
 
    Valerra gave me another death stare, and I winked before I followed Ruslan out of the courtyard and down the road toward the fields and gardens. 
 
    As we passed more of the city, I was amazed with the progress they’d made while I was gone. Buildings soared above us, and hundreds of new citizens rushed back and forth. Houses had sprung up along the edge of town, and the smithy wasn’t the only business anymore. I saw a bakery, a wine store, a butchery, and dozens of other stores that lined the main path down the center of Hatra. I felt like I could barely take it all in, and my throat tightened as pride bubbled to the surface of my emotions. 
 
    “Azra and Raisa have been busy,” my father said and pointed out a few different buildings. “They’ve worked hard to bring your designs to life.” 
 
    He was referring to the architects King Rodion had sent over from the city of Leyte. The pair were a little odd, but they did great work, including the Lunar Palace. 
 
    “They certainly have done well,” I breathed. “The city feels like it has a whole new life.” 
 
    “We even have a market now,” Ruslan explained as I watched a woman push a cart full of flowers past us. “There’s always something going on. And with all the new people moving in, most of them have a specialty of some sort, so even more stores and jobs have opened up.” 
 
    “That’s awesome, Pops,” I replied with a grin. “Our city is finally growing again.” 
 
    “It reminds me of how it used to be,” he mused with a glazed over look in his blue eyes, and then he shook his head and focused on me. “So, enough about what I’ve been doing. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    I glanced around at the moving crowd and gestured to walk further before I answered. I loved my city, but there were too many new people to worry about, and I didn’t want anyone to overhear our conversation. The Celestial Triad was just a myth to some people, and I preferred to keep it that way. If people were already attacking the city, we didn’t need to give them any more reasons to continue. 
 
    So, we wandered down the road until the crowd thinned out, and we eventually reached the gardens at the edge of town. Hundreds, maybe even thousands, of flowers were spread out in perfect rows next to the path. They had barely seemed alive when I was here before, but now they looked like they belonged on a postcard. I wondered if we had the little fox Afra to thank for that, or if she was keeping her attention focused on the crops. 
 
    When I looked out past the flowers and closer to the city wall, I could just barely make out more rows of other plants like corn and wheat. Then I gazed up at the dragonsblood trees that were now blossoming by the dozen. We’d saved a few saplings after the Asuran village was attacked and most of the trees were burned, and the dryads had used a little nature magic to help them grow. Now, they not only lived on but flourished, just like Hatra. 
 
    “So, you know about the Celestial Triad, right?” I asked Ruslan after a long moment. 
 
    “I’ve heard stories,” the fox replied as we followed the winding path through the flowers and trees. “Artifacts designed by humans to defeat the gods.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I murmured. “Well, I found them.” 
 
    “You did?” Ruslan stopped and looked at me incredulously. “I wasn’t even sure they existed, but I thought the story said they were hidden forever.” 
 
    “They were supposed to be,” I said as we continued walking. “Some bandits found out about the one hidden in Kana, and they tried to steal it. Well, they did steal it--” 
 
    “What!” my father gasped and covered his mouth. 
 
    “We got it back,” I assured him. “And after I had all three, the spirit of the Sundex tried to take over me from within my spiritual sea, and I fought her off. After I beat her, I assimilated her ability. Then I realized if the Sundex had a spirit, the others probably did, too. So, I had Miraya bring the other two relics in, and I beat them, too.” 
 
    “That’s amazing, son,” Ruslan breathed, and his green eyes were wide with awe. “You defeated some ancient relic spirits that hold great power. That is no easy feat.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I muttered. “The problem is the power itself. It’s so much strong, ancient magic, and we were worried about one person having it all. Now I do, and I’m not sure that I should.” 
 
    “Okay,” my father replied and raised his eyebrows. “But why were you worried about someone else having them?” 
 
    “Because of the power they hold,” I answered and narrowed my eyes. “You just said they can be used to defeat the gods. There are crazy people out there who think that’s a good idea. Or even stupid people like the bandits who only wanted the relics to sell them for a profit, which would probably put them in the crazy people’s hands anyway. Then they’d go after the heavens.” 
 
    “Is it what you want to do?” Ruslan asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” I growled. “I’d never do something like that.” 
 
    “Then why are you worried?” The fox smiled. “No one else can have them if you do, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” I mumbled as I realized where he was going with this. 
 
    “And you aren’t going to do anything like that,” he continued. “So, there’s nothing to worry about now.” 
 
    “But it’s so much power for one person,” I argued. “What if I’m corrupted by it?” 
 
    “You?” my father asked with wide eyes as he stopped again and grabbed my shoulders. “I can’t imagine you’d be corrupted by anything. You have a strong mind and a true heart. And really, you aren’t just one person. You’re a man from another world and a dragon in this one. Who else can say that? It might be true that one man couldn’t handle such power, but that’s not you. We all have faith in you. You need to have some more faith in yourself.” 
 
    I took in my father’s words for a moment. He was right. I wasn’t just a typical guy who happened across this great power. I didn’t get bit by some radioactive bug or sucked into a bad science experiment. I was a fucking dragon who had been brought to this world to help save it. I was the one who had taken the power from some old ass spirits who didn’t think I could do it. I’d proven them wrong, not because I’d wanted to gain power, but because I needed to stop them. I would never go after the gods, unless they deserved it, so I was in a unique position of both having power and protecting it. 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I murmured. 
 
    “I know I am, my son,” Ruslan said and put his hand on my shoulder. “Now, the only thing left to do is figure out how to use your new abilities, which are…?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I laughed. “Precognition, automatic healing, swiftness, and target precision.” 
 
    “Automatic healing?” the fox repeated and lifted a red eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, check it out,” I said and conjured a dagger in my hand. 
 
    I dragged the fiery blade across my palm to draw blood, and Ruslan gasped as the skin began to knit itself together almost instantly. Within seconds, even the pink line of new skin had faded until it disappeared altogether. 
 
    “You didn’t have to use your own healing magic?” he asked as he grabbed my hand and looked it over. 
 
    “Nope,” I replied and grinned. “As soon as the injury stops, the healing kicks in. Cool, huh?” 
 
    “Is it temperature-based?” Ruslan asked with a confused look. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “Cool as in awesome or amazing.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” he breathed. “Then, yes, very cool.” 
 
    “Precognition is hard to show you,” I continued. “I just see lines showing me where my opponent is going, but I can definitely show you the new speed.” 
 
    I grinned and lifted one leg like a cartoon character before I took off running down the path through the garden. I weaved in and out of the flowers and plants before I looped back around and skidded to a stop behind Ruslan. 
 
    The fox Demi-Human whipped around to face me, and his mouth dropped open in surprise. 
 
    “Wow, that is certainly a fantastic ability,” he laughed. “So, what about the target one?” 
 
    “Well, when the Bow spirit used it, he was able to hit me with his arrows even when I had a shield up,” I explained. “So, I’m guessing that’s what I got, but I haven’t actually used it yet.” 
 
    “Really?” Ruslan sounded excited, and a sly, foxy smile spread across his face. “We should try it out.” 
 
    “How?” I raised an eyebrow. “There isn’t exactly a battle going on.” 
 
    “We can figure something out,” he replied as he dug around in his pockets. “Let’s see… Aha!” 
 
    Ruslan pulled an apple from his pocket and tossed it up into the air. It landed in his hand with a smack, and he grinned. 
 
    “You want me to shoot an apple?” I laughed as I pictured the old Johnny Appleseed stories with the apple on the fox’s head. 
 
    “I’ll throw it, you shoot it,” he said. “Ready?” 
 
    “Sure,” I snickered, and I conjured a bow and arrow in my hand before I gave him a nod. Then Ruslan threw the apple high above us, and I tracked it for a moment before I launched the arrow at the apple. The arrowhead pierced the juicy fruit, and the apple exploded with chunks of its pure white center flying through the air. 
 
    “Incredible!” Ruslan exclaimed. 
 
    “That wasn’t very hard,” I said with a twinge of disappointment. “I’m not even sure I used my power. I tracked it.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s try something else,” the fox suggested as he rubbed his chin in thought. 
 
    Then he snapped his fingers and held his palm out. A silvery fox appeared in his hand and spun around before it sat down and waited. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt your messenger.” I frowned. “Would he be okay?” 
 
    “Of course!” Ruslan waved a dismissive hand. “It’s harmless to him. Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. 
 
    “Run back and forth, and don’t stop,” Ruslan ordered the fox. 
 
    The magical messenger dipped its head and leapt from Ruslan’s hand before it took off down the path. 
 
    “Now, just think about your target instead of trying to follow it,” he said as I loaded another arrow against the bowstring. 
 
    “Okay, think about the fox,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    Then I took a deep breath and released the string, and the arrow flew toward the silvery fox just as he dodged to the right. The projectile followed him, and when he tried to jump to the left, it plowed into his backside. The fox disappeared with a puff of gray smoke, and Ruslan jumped up and down with excitement. 
 
    “It worked!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “It really did,” I laughed. “Did you see the arrow jump to the side like that?” 
 
    “I did!” my father cheered. “That was splendid!” 
 
    “You were right,” I said. “I just had to think about the target, not about how to shoot it. This is like an aim-bot.” 
 
    “Brilliant!” Ruslan clapped his hands and grinned. 
 
    His excitement was contagious, and I found myself grinning as well. Maybe my new abilities weren’t something to be feared.  
 
    Well, at least not feared by me. 
 
    “I think these powers will come in handy,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You will be able to use them to protect your people even better now,” the fox Demi-Human agreed with a nod. “Now, what are you going to do with the actual relics?” 
 
    “I think they’re only of use to me now,” I answered, “but I decided to go ahead and put them in the vault, just in case.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” he replied. 
 
    “Let’s go find Alyona,” I suggested. “I’ll show them to you first.” 
 
    Ruslan dipped his head, and we followed the path back toward the city. The sun had begun its descent into evening, and I stared up at the blue sky as shades of pink and purple streaked across it like swipes of paint. 
 
    “We’ve kept the city council thing going,” Ruslan said as we meandered along the walkway. “It’s gotten bigger now, though. Our population has increased tremendously.” 
 
    “I noticed fresh faces in the crowd,” I replied. “How did so many people get here already?” 
 
    “Word has spread about the city growing,” he explained. “And, of course, some people are interested in the dragons who live here.” 
 
    “They know Valerra is here?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, they didn’t at first,” the fox answered. “They’d heard about you, but when the first attack happened, Valerra was here to defend us. Then the news spread that we had two dragons living here.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I murmured. “And that has drawn people to live here?” 
 
    “A few of them, yes,” Ruslan confirmed. “Some came because they weren’t allowed to live in certain cities because of being Demi-Human, or the miasma destroyed their own.” 
 
    “So, we have a bit of a variety now?” I laughed. “I like our city being a blend of so many different peoples. The country I come from is a blend of immigrants. How are my favorite little Asurans, by the way?” 
 
    “Ahhh, Ilya and Ilyushina,” my father hummed. “Ilya has taken to keeping a close eye on the palace. I’m actually quite surprised he hasn’t seen you yet. He’s usually at the palace, out here, or at home. Being at home is quite rare for Ilya. Poor Natalya can barely keep up with all that energy.” 
 
    The brother and sister Asurans were orphaned by a demonic attack on their village just outside Hatra, the same attack that nearly destroyed all the dragonsblood trees. We’d rescued the siblings and brought them back to our city, and I’d sort of taken the kids under my wing ever since. Now, they lived with the other surviving Asurans, Natalya and Maksim.  
 
    “I’m excited to see him.” I grinned. “And his sister?” 
 
    “Ilyushina has been working on some secret little project,” Ruslan answered with a furrowed brow. “She won’t even tell Natalya what it is, but I would imagine she’ll tell you.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can get it out of her,” I chuckled, but our laughter was interrupted by the sound of a horn blowing. It sounded like a foghorn as it bellowed out across the city, and even the trees around us swayed with the intensity of the noise. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I asked as I whirled around to pinpoint the sound. 
 
    “It was the alarm at the gate,” Ruslan answered and narrowed his green eyes. “Someone is trying to get in.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go find out who,” I muttered as we changed direction and ran toward the city gates. 
 
    I had to slow my pace to keep Ruslan next to me, but the fox Demi-Human kept up with me pretty well. 
 
    As we reached the large metal gates, I could see my women, Julia, and Moskal had also rushed to investigate the signal. Laika’s sword was drawn and hung at her side, while Aaliyah’s claws were at their longest length. Even Naomi held a swirling black fireball in her palm as our paths intersected just before the gate. 
 
    We peered through the metal bars to see at least two dozen strangers standing outside the city. Their faces were exposed, and most of them wore plain brown robes with no markings. Some were human, and some were Demi-Human. It looked like an eclectic group of people, and I wondered for a moment if they were seeking refuge.  
 
    Then one man stepped forward and cleared that thought from my mind. 
 
    “I am Roxen of the Hazel Rose Guild,” he declared. “And we have come for the eggs of the dragons who have been exiled here.” 
 
    The human leader of the Hazel Rose Guild stood tall, and his brown hair was tied back into a curly ponytail at the nape of his neck. His dark eyes were focused on the guard atop the tower, so he didn’t even notice us just inside the gate. 
 
    Valerra growled when he finished his announcement, and I stepped closer to grasp her forearm. Her crimson scales were hot to the touch, and she hissed as Roxen’s attention turned to us. 
 
    “Ah!” He smiled. “That was easy enough.” 
 
    “Easy?” Valerra rumbled. 
 
    This time it was my turn to growl. 
 
    “You honestly thought dragons would just hand over their eggs without question?” I rumbled. 
 
    “Well, as long as you do, no one will get hurt,” Roxen assured us with his cocky bravado. “We’ll stay right here, and you can pass them through the gate. The world doesn’t need any more of your kind.” 
 
    He said the last two words with his nose scrunched up, as though the very mention of our kind had disgusted him. 
 
    “You have no idea what you’ve just done,” Laika warned, and her gray wolf ears flattened against her head as she bared her teeth. “If you want to live, you should leave.” 
 
    “We are not leaving until we have what we came for,” Roxen replied with a frown. “I thought I made that clear.” 
 
    “Crystal,” I muttered before I turned to Valerra. “Let’s show him what our kind can do.” 
 
    A visceral growl rumbled in Valerra’s chest, and our group scattered as we took our dragon forms. Gasps echoed throughout the Hazel Rose Guild, and several of their eyes widened when Valerra bellowed a column of fire into the air above us. 
 
    “Last chance,” Aaliyah announced in a singsong voice. 
 
    “They’re out of chances,” I growled. 
 
    Then Valerra and I took to the sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Just as Valerra and I left the ground, Laika and Aaliyah grabbed onto my tail, and we flew over the city walls to hover above the Hazel Rose Guild. 
 
    I dipped my tail just enough for the warrior women to slide down to the ground, and Laika immediately plunged her broadsword through one of the guild members with a battle cry. Then she yanked her blade back and looked around with an expression that dared one of the men to come at her. The idiots gasped as Aaliyah landed on the ground next to the wolf, and then the women faced off with the men on the ground while Valerra and I attacked from above. 
 
    I opened my maw and released a cascade of fire down onto the crowd. A few of the men were engulfed in flames, while others yelled and ran away. Then one of them mumbled a few words, and a barrier shield formed over their heads. My flames hit the shield and diverted away from the guild members, so I craned my neck to try and find out which of the men had initiated the spell, but there were too many to pick him out. 
 
    Valerra blew her own fire down onto the shield to no avail, and she roared with frustration as her flames stopped at the barrier. 
 
    “I will burn whoever did this!” she bellowed. 
 
    “A mage,” I growled. “We need to figure out which one it is.” 
 
    “And kill him,” Valerra snarled and bared her long canines. 
 
    “Indeed,” I agreed with a nod. 
 
    I looked down on the guild, and I could see several of them had started to go after Laika and Aaliyah in groups. The cowardly bastards couldn’t even handle my women one-on-one, but I bared my teeth and sent a wave of earthquake magic across the ground.  
 
    The land rumbled and shook as a crack formed outside the barrier spell and then spread underneath the men’s feet. Within moments, the gash widened to separate most of the guild from the others, and only a few were within fighting distance of my warriors.  
 
    Aaliyah looked up at me and grinned before she reared back and drove her claws into the man who stood across from her. She pulled her claws back out, and ten perfectly round holes began to pour blood onto the ground before the man fell into a heap at the lioness’ feet. 
 
    Then I watched as Laika spun around and whipped her broadsword with lightning speed to slice through two men at once. Their bodies toppled to the ground as blood arched through the air, and the wolf Demi-Human leaped over them to attack another enemy. 
 
    Since my women were holding their own, I focused again on finding the mage who had put up the shield. I wondered the best way for me to find him, and then the golden paths of the Sundex spirit’s power seemed to light up on the ground below me. I scanned the paths for each of the guild members, and they seemed to jut out in every possible direction. Then I noticed one man didn’t have any path options. He stood completely still, as though he was concentrating on a specific task.  
 
    Like powering a barrier spell. 
 
    So, I grinned and activated my earthquake magic again, but this time, I widened the crack even more and focused the shockwaves on the mage. The magic caused him to lose his balance, and he teetered back and forth as he tried to maintain the shield, which began to waver and flash. Then I sent one more shockwave, and the mage shouted in alarm as he toppled over into the wide crack in the ground. 
 
    One of the other men reached out to grab him, but instead, the mage pulled him into the crack, too. I could hear the fading sounds of their screams as they were swallowed up into the crevasse, and I bared my fangs in savage satisfaction.  
 
    Then the shield disappeared, and Valerra roared again as she and I flew closer to the men and released more flames onto the Hazel Rose Guild. By the time we rose up into the sky again, only half of the guild members remained. The rest were on fire or laid scattered across the ground with their bodies smoking from the flames of our magic. 
 
    Roxen rushed from his position at the gate to the middle of the guild and stopped just shy of the crack I’d made in the ground. 
 
    “There is no need for this battle!” he yelled as he shook his fist at us. “Just give up the eggs!” 
 
    “You’re a fool!” Valerra snarled before she bellowed another column of fire down at the guild leader. 
 
    Roxen gasped and lifted his hands to create another barrier just before the flames engulfed his body. 
 
    “Ha!” He pointed at us with a dramatic laugh. “You’ll never defeat the Hazel Rose Guild!” 
 
    On cue, several of the guild members lifted bows and arrows aimed directly for us. Then they pulled back the bowstrings and waited for Roxen’s command.  
 
    “Doesn’t a barrier spell work both ways?” Valerra raised a doubtful eyebrow. 
 
    Before I could answer, dozens of arrows flew through the barrier and poked us in our underbellies.  
 
    “Guess not,” I replied with a shrug. “But their arrows aren’t sharp enough for dragon skin.” 
 
    “Well, if we can’t attack from up here, what do we do?” Valerra growled and looked down onto the guild members. 
 
    They continued to shoot their useless arrows, and the projectiles bounced off our skin and dropped back down into the barrier to land at their feet.  
 
    When I realized the arrows could reenter the barrier spell, though, it gave me an idea. 
 
    “It looks like we need to attack from the inside,” I observed. “The barrier must be protecting them against magic, but if the arrows can go inside it, so can we.” 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” Valerra grinned and dive-bombed into the crowd. Her giant red body glided right through the barrier spell, and she landed with a thud on top of a group of guild members. Their yelps and screams were quickly extinguished as she settled all the way onto the ground, and I chuckled as I watched my mate casually crush a man under her massive clawed foot. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let the Crimson Dragon have all the fun, though, so I followed her lead and plunged through the barrier. I dropped onto another group of guild members, and I could feel their bones crunch underneath my huge scaly body as their bodies popped like squishy, red filled balloons. My inner dragon grinned with satisfaction, and then I swung my tail around and sent more of their bodies flying.  
 
    In my peripherals, I saw one of the guild members fly toward Laika, but the wolf-warrior skewered his body with her broadsword before I could warn her. Then she slid her blade back and tossed his limp body to the side. The wolf Demi-Human looked over at me with a devilish grin, and I was momentarily dazed by her olive skin glistening with sweat as she kicked ass. Her lithe figure moved like a badass dancer, and she effortlessly sliced and stabbed with her broadsword like a blood splattered ballerina.  
 
    I shook my head and focused on the battle. Only a handful of the men were left, and one of them was Roxen. The guild leader turned to catch my stare from twenty yards away, and I locked eyes with him as I shifted into my human form. 
 
    Then I used my new swiftness, blazed through the last few guild members, and snatched Roxen by the throat. I lifted him into the air, and he began to choke and claw at my hands. 
 
    “You weren’t… supposed to be here,” he gasped as his nails dug into the skin on my hands, and his face was rapidly turning red, then purple. 
 
    “Well, here I am.” I smirked. “Besides, the Crimson Dragon would have kicked your ass on her own anyway. I just sped up the process.” 
 
    “We… were only prepared for one dragon,” Roxen argued. 
 
    “Not prepared enough,” I snarled and tightened my grip. “Why did you come for the eggs?” 
 
    “We’ve heard the stories of two… dragons in Hatra,” he rasped after a moment. “The news has spread across all of Rahma, maybe even Inati. We all knew of the Crimson Dragon, but a male dragon means repopulation.” 
 
    “And that’s a problem?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yessss,” he hissed, and the edges of his lips were turning blue from his lack of oxygen. “It’s… too dangerous to repopulate the dragon species. Your kind has destroyed entire cities before. Once we heard you’d left with the princess, we… came to get rid of the eggs.” 
 
    “So, you thought you’d just stroll right into my city and kill my child?” I roared in his face, and his hair blew back from my hot breath. 
 
    “We aren’t… the only ones!” Roxen insisted, and his eyes bulged out of his head as he struggled in my grasp like a fish on the line. “I can tell you more! Just put me down, and I’ll tell you everything I know!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who comes for the eggs,” I snarled. “You’re all signing up for a death wish.” 
 
    Before the guild leader could argue, I snapped his neck like a twig and tossed his body to the ground. 
 
    Then I turned back to see Valerra, Laika, and Aaliyah had finished off the last of the guild, and my dragon mate was charring the remains that scattered across the land. 
 
    After they were finished, Valerra shifted back into her human form with an angry scowl across her face. Then the three women walked over toward me, and we headed to the gates. 
 
    “Those stupid, no-good humans,” my dragon mate spat out. “I’ll crush all their bones!” 
 
    Her angry voice echoed around the walls of Hatra, and I reached over and grabbed her hand. 
 
    “And I’ll help you,” I agreed as the gate lifted for us to enter the city. “But I did find out a little bit of information before I killed Roxen.” 
 
    “What did he tell you?” Aaliyah wondered as she licked droplets of blood off her wrists. 
 
    Before I could answer, Alyona, Miraya, Naomi, Ruslan, Julia, and Moskal rushed forward to meet us as we reentered the city.  
 
    “Is everyone all right?” my adoptive father asked as his eyes skipped over the four of us.  
 
    “Just fine.” Laika nodded, and the sun glinted off her gray hair speckled with crimson blood. “Lord Evan was just about to tell us what he learned from the guild leader before his demise.” 
 
    “Yeah, apparently, rumor has spread that Valerra and I both live here,” I said as I faced my family and lovers. “They wanted to get rid of any eggs we’d made. So, anyone who’s worried about us making more dragons could be coming after us, too. That could even be why other people attacked while we were gone. They thought they had a better chance of getting to the eggs when I wasn’t here to help Valerra.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Valerra scoffed and crossed her arms. “Fools.” 
 
    “Maybe since none of them have succeeded, they’ll stop trying,” Alyona suggested with a glimmer of hope in her violet eyes. 
 
    “Maybe,” I allowed, though I was not as hopeful as the princess.  
 
    We walked the rest of the way back to the Lunar Palace in silence, but I knew Alyona’s hope was unlikely, though I wished it wasn’t. If any of the other groups had been trying to steal the eggs, too, then this was just one of many attempts to take them. Luckily, I knew Valerra would die before she let anyone take either of the eggs, even if I wasn’t here. Hell, she’d almost roasted me when I came close to ours the first time, and it was half-mine. The gods only knew what she would do if anyone else came close to the egg vault. 
 
    As soon as we arrived at the palace, Valerra’s ladies-in-waiting rushed outside. 
 
    “Lady Valerra!” Eleanor cried out. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “We were so worried!” Emily added with wide green eyes. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” the Crimson Dragon grumbled. “I just need to go clean up and check on the eggs.” 
 
    “Wait,” Naomi spoke up for the first time, and everyone turned to look at her shocked expression. “You really do have dragon eggs here?” 
 
    “What does it matter to you?” Valerra asked and narrowed her amber eyes at the lizard, and a warning growl started to rumble in her chest. 
 
    “She’s just curious,” I cut in. “Don’t worry, we can trust her.” 
 
    “I’ll trust her when she trusts you,” my dragon mate shot back before she turned up her nose and headed for the palace doors with her ladies-in-waiting hot on her trail. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Naomi asked with a frown of concern. 
 
    “Valerra can be a bit difficult to figure out,” I replied. “I’ll talk to her.” 
 
    “We’ll go get cleaned up before the big party,” Alyona said as she stood up on her tiptoes and gave me a kiss. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I grabbed her hips and pulled her closer for a deeper kiss, and then I grinned before I jogged inside to follow Valerra. 
 
    The Crimson Dragon was already halfway up the stairs to her chambers, and I could hear her servants chirping to her about the party. 
 
    “We have some wonderful ideas for your celebration outfit!” Emily squeaked. 
 
    “I don’t care, just let me bathe,” Valerra muttered. 
 
    “Oooh, we can draw you a hot bath,” Eleanor suggested. “Come on, Emily.” 
 
    I dodged the two women as they scurried back downstairs to the bathroom, and I chuckled as I walked into Valerra’s room right behind her. 
 
    “I told you,” she groaned as she whirled around to glare at me. “They’re everywhere I go!” 
 
    “They seem nice, though,” I snickered.  
 
    “I don’t like ‘nice,’” Valerra sneered and rolled her golden eyes. “Now, I’m going to check on the eggs. Are you coming?” 
 
    Before I could even respond, the crimson-haired dragon turned and stomped down the secret passageway into the egg vault. We passed through the spell that only allowed dragons inside, and then stepped into the room that held what could be the only two eggs of our kind. It was almost exactly like my dream with red velvet covering the walls and a nest in one corner. Her treasure horde was covered in more red velvet drapes in another corner, and I chuckled to myself since she’d hidden her stash even though she knew I was the only other person who could get in here. 
 
    Valerra opened two of the drawers in the gold-plated dresser to reveal each of the eggs. Her sister’s egg was big and red, and it glimmered in the light of the torches on the walls. It hadn’t hatched in nearly three hundred years, but Alyona had found a book that said dragon eggs won’t hatch until the baby feels safe, so we continued to wait. Our egg was a little smaller, but it was black, gold, and violet. It seemed to almost throb with energy as she opened the drawer, and I grinned as I wondered if little Junior would have my magical abilities. 
 
    “Hey, Junior,” I murmured as I leaned down closer to the egg and gently brushed the scaly surface with my fingertips. “I missed you, little buddy.” 
 
    “His name is not Junior,” Valerra grumbled, but she smiled affectionately at our tiny creation. 
 
    “Not yet,” I agreed and nudged her gently. 
 
    “Not ever,” my dragon mate snorted and pushed the drawers shut.  
 
    “Never say never.” I grinned. “On another note, I’m going to stash some things in here if that’s alright with you.”  
 
    “Fine,” Valerra muttered and waved her hand dismissively. “Just don’t make a mess. And--” 
 
    “Don’t touch the eggs or your hoard, I know,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Good.” She nodded, and then she turned and made her way toward the staircase.  
 
    I snickered to myself as I used my stone powers to create a box for the Celestial Triad relics. Then I placed them inside and sealed the box completely. Once I was sure the relics were stashed safely, I followed Valerra up the stairs, and I watched as her hips swayed back and forth with every step. I felt my blood rush south as I caught a glimpse under her dress and saw only her bare slit, and my cock throbbed in my pants. 
 
    What was it with these women going commando all the time? I could barely handle my dragon instincts to mark my women every time I saw them, and knowing they had no panties on made it much more difficult. 
 
    As soon as we made it into her room, Valerra slipped out of her dress without a second thought, and my jaw dropped as I stared at her peach-shaped ass and long, slender legs before she walked over to her wardrobe and began to pick through various clothes. 
 
    “Oh, no fucking way,” I growled at the thought of her putting anything back on, and then I stormed across the room and grabbed her waist. 
 
    “Evan!” she growled and pushed my hands away. “I have to get ready!” 
 
    “You hate parties, remember?” I wrapped my arms around her waist again, tossed her onto the bed, and climbed over her.  
 
    I straddled her hips as I held her wrists down and kissed her hard. She pressed her lips closed as I tried to shove my tongue into her mouth, and I grinned as she turned her head away from me. So, I trailed kisses across her jawline to her ear. Then I nibbled on her lobe before I traveled down her neck and dragged my tongue across her skin to her collarbone. 
 
    “Stupid little dragon!” Valerra snarled as she struggled against me. 
 
    “Little?” I lifted myself up and raised an eyebrow. “I think you know that’s not true. Besides, how many times did you want it even after I’d already gotten you pregnant?” 
 
    “Hush!” she hissed, and she averted her golden eyes from my face as her cheeks flushed a delicate pink. “I didn’t want it then, and I don’t want it now!” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I laughed. “I can smell how wet you are already.” 
 
    Valerra twisted her legs under me, but the strong scent of her desire had already filled the room, so I kept my hands on her wrists and let my mouth drift down to her breasts. Her tight pink nipples were hard, and the skin around them was dimpled with goosebumps as I dragged my tongue across her bare tit. Then I rolled her nipple between my teeth, and the dragon’s back arched off the bed before she growled again and tried to lift her arms from the mattress. 
 
    “You think you can just come back and have your way with me?” she snarled. “You’ve been gone for months!” 
 
    “I have, and I know I can have my way with my mate.” I smirked and then flicked her nipple with my tongue. “I was trying to be nice, but if you want me to just have my way, I can do that instead.” 
 
    Before she could reply, I let go of her wrists, grabbed her hips, lifted her up, and flipped her over onto her belly. Her bare ass rubbed against the seam of my trousers, and my cock throbbed to be set free. So, I held my forearm against her back as I yanked my pants off with my other hand, and even though my dragon mate tried to lift herself from the bed and thrashed her legs, her strength was no match for mine. 
 
    Then I plunged my cock into her wet pussy, and Valerra groaned against the bed. Her face was pressed into the blankets, and I shoved my dick inside her over and over as she flailed against me. I lifted her hips just enough to push deeper, and as I pounded into my dragon mate, her walls clenched around my arousal.  
 
    “Oh, godsssss,” she moaned as her pussy poured her orgasm all over my dick.  
 
    I thrust my hips back and forth as she came, and when the ripples of her orgasm nearly stopped, I pulled my cock out and flipped her back over. Then I shoved my rock-hard erection back into her sopping wet pussy. 
 
    “Just admit you missed me,” I growled as I pounded into her tight canal. 
 
    “I’m not a liar,” Valerra snarled and dug her claws into my shoulders. Then she gasped as I tugged on both her nipples and rubbed them between my fingers. 
 
    “Oh, I know.” I smirked as she moaned again. “Your pussy doesn’t lie, either. It’s practically begging for my seed.” 
 
    “No, it’s not!” she argued and tried to pull my hands away from her breasts. “My body has simply been lonely!”  
 
    “You mean…” I leaned down and nibbled at her ear again. “You haven’t touched yourself once while I was gone?” 
 
    I sat back up and thrust my hips against hers again, and I could hear her breath coming in short bursts. 
 
    “No!” Valerra cried out before she moaned with pleasure as another orgasm crashed over her, and her body shuddered with the wracking waves of her climax. 
 
    The dragon’s pussy squeezed my cock, and I felt my own climax surface as I groaned and dumped what felt like an ocean of my dragon seed into her waiting womb. Her thighs trembled against my hips as we both came, and pleasure rippled down my spine until my load had finally finished filling her body up. 
 
    “Are you happy now?” Valerra finally grumbled as she subsided onto the bed. 
 
    “Nope,” I chuckled. “Not until you admit it.” 
 
    My dragon mate snarled at me again, so I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her off the bed. Then I pushed her face up against the cold, stone wall and plowed into her again. 
 
    “Ohhhhh,” she groaned as I thrust into her so hard, she nearly banged her head on the wall. 
 
    I pounded into the lady dragon over and over, and then her canal squeezed around my cock like a vise.  
 
    “Evaaaaan,” she moaned, and her juices and my cum dripped down both of our thighs as she came for me again.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt a presence in the room, and I glanced toward the open door to see Lady Naomi standing at the top of the stairs. Her robe was untied to reveal her slender body, and I could see her magenta scales continued down her neck and wrapped around her torso next to her round perky tits.  
 
    The lizard Demi-Human massaged her breast with one hand and thumbed her clit with the other. The sweet scent of her wet pussy drifted through the air, and I breathed it in while I drove my arousal into my dragon mate. Then Naomi realized I’d seen her, and she tried to close her robe quickly. 
 
    “Come in, Naomi,” I said with a grin. “There’s plenty to go around.” 
 
    “What?” Valerra gasped as she struggled against me, but a hard thrust into her quivering pussy shut her up.  
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you,” I mumbled into the dragon’s ear, and I slapped her ass for good measure before I turned back to the lizard Demi-Human. “What were you looking for, Naomi?” 
 
    “I was just, um, exploring,” she muttered after a moment.  
 
    “I can see that.” I smirked and spun Valerra around to face me. “What all would you like to explore? You have plenty of options.” 
 
    As I spoke, I grabbed Valerra’s thighs, wrapped them around my hips, and thrust into her again, and both women gasped. 
 
    “Ah, n-nothing,” Naomi stammered after she caught her breath, and even from this distance I could see her pupils were dilated with arousal. “Sorry to, ah, interrupt. I’ll… see you at the party.” 
 
    Then the lizard mage tied up her robe as she turned and darted back downstairs. 
 
    “What was that?” Valerra asked between gasps. 
 
    “Just a work in progress,” I chuckled and wrapped my hands underneath the dragon’s ass. 
 
    Naomi was right on the edge, and right now, so was Valerra. 
 
    I focused on my lady dragon again as I fucked her against the wall of her room, and she squeezed her legs around me and threw her head back as another orgasm tightened her pussy walls.  
 
    “Yessss,” I growled. “Cum for me. Squeeze my cock with that tight tunnel of yours. I love the way you clench me, my beautiful dragon mate.” 
 
    “Fuck, I can’t stop it!” she moaned as her sweet juices poured out and dripped down between us. Her body shook, and her claws dug into my skin as she squeezed my body against hers to ride my cock through her orgasm. 
 
    “Gods, Valerra!” I groaned, and another hot load of my seed poured into her warm pussy. Wave after wave of my semen filled her core until it began to spill out, and it felt like lightning was racing through my veins and up my spine. 
 
    Then Valerra wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me close enough to kiss me. 
 
    “If I say I didn’t miss you, will you keep going?” she murmured against my mouth. 
 
    “You little devil,” I teased as I let her slide back down to the ground.  
 
    My cock was still rock-hard, so I picked my mate up and carried her back to the bed. I tossed her onto the mattress on her stomach and pulled her hips up so her beautiful round ass was up in the air. Then I grabbed her waist, yanked her toward me, and slid my cock into her dripping tunnel. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Valerra groaned as she threw her head back, and her scarlet hair cascaded down her creamy shoulders like a waterfall of blood. “Please, Evan, I need it!” 
 
    “Tell me you missed me,” I demanded as I pounded into her over and over.  
 
    “Fill me with your seed a third time!” she cried out and clenched the blanket between her fingers as I thrust in and out of her. 
 
    “Say it!” I ordered and slowly slid back until only the tip of my dick remained inside her. 
 
    Valerra’s body quivered underneath me, and I knew she wanted me back inside her. 
 
    “Fine!” she growled. “I missed you.” 
 
    “Fuck, yes, you did,” I grunted as I plowed into her once more. Then I thrust my hips back and forth and watched her ass jiggle against me as I slid deeper into her tight pussy. 
 
    “Oh, Evan, I’m about to cum!” Valerra squealed. 
 
    “Yessss,” I hissed as I leaned forward, reached under her hips, and flicked her clit with my thumb. After a moment, I rubbed a tiny circle under her throbbing hood, and it sent her over the edge. 
 
    “Gods!” she screamed, and her climax shook her body like an earthquake. “Give me another egg, Evan! I want to breed with you over and over again!” 
 
    “Yessss,” I growled into her ear. “Give me another baby. Take all of my seed.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh!” Valerra’s body spasmed over and over until her thighs quivered, and I had to hold her up to keep thrusting into her until my own orgasm finally slammed into me like a freight train. I groaned as gallons of my dragon seed surged out of my cock and saturated every inch of her hungry womb, and shockwaves like electricity rippled through my body as I emptied every last drop inside her. 
 
    Then Valerra nearly collapsed onto the bed, and I lifted her onto the blanket before I flopped down next to her to take a breath. 
 
    “I knew you missed me,” I sighed. 
 
    “Shut up,” she laughed, but she smiled when she turned to face me, and an elongated canine poked out of her mouth and into her plush bottom lip. “You’re a pain in my ass.” 
 
    “You love me,” I shot back.  
 
    Before she could answer, we both sat up at the sound of giggles and footsteps coming up the stairs.  
 
    “Oh, gods,” Valerra groaned as she threw herself back onto the bed. “Make them go away.”  
 
    “But seeing you like this is so much fun,” I snickered, and I jumped up and slipped my trousers on just as Eleanor and Emily scurried into the room. 
 
    “Oh!” Eleanor gasped when she saw me standing shirtless, and her eyes dropped to the floor as her pale face flamed red. “Lord Evan, I’m so sorry! We can come back later.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I replied as I tugged my shirt over my head. “I was just leaving.” 
 
    “No, you were not!” Valerra scowled as I leaned over and pecked her on the cheek, and she sat up and crossed her arms over her magnificent breasts with a pout. “We were having a very important discussion!” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I smirked. “I already know the answer. Besides, you definitely need a bath now. You are drenched with our juices.” 
 
    The Crimson Dragon shot me another glare before I laughed and headed for the door. 
 
    “It’s time to get you ready, milady!” Emily chirped as she approached the bed.  
 
    “Yes, and it’s not a surprise party,” Eleanor said earnestly. “We promise, we’ll give you every detail before we leave.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Valerra grumbled while she continued to pout on the bed. 
 
    “Have fun!” I called out as I strode toward the stairs that led directly to my chambers. “I’ll go get ready, too!” 
 
    I jogged down the steps into my room and out into the hallway toward the bathroom. Then I quickly rinsed off Valerra’s delicious pussy juices and rubbed a bar of soap over my body. As much as I loved marking my women, and loved the way their pussies smelled on me, I didn’t think it would be very diplomatic for me to show up to my party smelling like I’d just fucked one, or many, of them. 
 
    I finished drying off and wrapped the towel around my waist before I headed to my room, where Laika had just finished helping Alyona get dressed. The princess wore a long white dress that draped just over her tiny feet. Silver and violet buttons decorated the bodice that clung tightly to her curves, and her hair was twisted up into a fancy bun on the crown of her head with a tiny tiara intertwined in her black and white hair.  
 
    “Looks like I missed the party,” I pouted. 
 
    “No, silly,” the princess giggled as she looked up. “It hasn’t begun yet.” 
 
    “I don’t think he was referring to that party, milady,” Laika chuckled, and both women’s eyes traveled down to my arousal pressed against my towel. 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona gasped and shook her finger at me. “Evan, you still have to get ready, or we’ll be late to our own celebration!” 
 
    “Ugh,” I grumbled. “You’re right.” 
 
    “I have to go get ready as well,” Laika said as she walked to the door. “I’ll meet you downstairs shortly.” 
 
    After the wolf-warrior sashayed out the door, I trudged over to the wardrobe and pulled out a clean set of trousers and a tunic. 
 
    “My lord?” Alyona murmured as she walked up behind me. “May I make a suggestion?” 
 
    “Sure?” I replied with a frown.  
 
    “How about these trousers?” The princess held up a pair of deep purple pants and a fancy white shirt. “And this tunic?” 
 
    “If you say so.” I scrunched up my nose as I dropped my towel, took the clothes from her, and pulled them on. “Can I wear my regular boots?” 
 
    “Of course,” she chirped, so I sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled on my boots before I stood up and spun around. 
 
    “Good?” I asked as I held my arm out to the princess.  
 
    “Perfect!” Alyona grinned and looped her arm through mine.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile with her, and we walked out of our chambers and into the hallway. We met Ruslan and Julia in the great hall, and they were also dressed up for the party. 
 
    The fox Demi-Human wore a dark green tunic that made his fiery red hair stand out, and my mother wore a long black dress with green accents to match my father. Julia’s brown hair was braided back from her face, and her blue eyes lit up as we walked in. Then my parents stood up from the sitting chairs, and Julia gasped when she saw Alyona. 
 
    “Princess!” she gushed. “You look beautiful!” 
 
    “Thank you, Julia,” Alyona replied with a blush. “As do you.” 
 
    The two women murmured over their outfits as Ruslan pulled me off to the side, put his arm around my shoulders, and leaned in closely. 
 
    “Everything okay after the battle?” he asked under his breath. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “Nothing weird.” 
 
    “Just making sure you didn’t have a sudden lust for power,” the fox said with a wink. 
 
    Our laughter was cut short when the rest of my women began to enter the great hall. They had all dressed up for the party, and I stared in awe at each of them. 
 
    Laika wore a royal blue dress that hung to the floor with a pattern of embroidered flowers down each of the sleeves. The collar was cut low enough to reveal the upper half of her ripped abs and the swells of her breasts, and her bushy gray tail swayed back and forth behind her as she walked over to Alyona and stood next to the princess. 
 
    Then Aaliyah came in behind the wolf, and the lioness wore a short gold dress that ended just below her ass and featured small cutouts on the sides that exposed her bronze skin. Her muscular thighs rippled with every step she took, and her long blonde hair cascaded down her back in tight curls. She looked over her shoulder at Miraya, who I’d never seen wear anything other than her transparent dress, and my jaw dropped even further. 
 
    Tonight, the sword spirit had borrowed some clothes from Alyona, and the tight purple dress hugged her curves perfectly. The top looked like a corset, and it accentuated her hourglass figure, while the bottom puffed out like a ballgown. She smiled shyly at me and then stepped to the side to stand with Aaliyah. 
 
    Next, Naomi strolled out into the great hall, and her long black dress wrapped around her like a glove. A glimpse of skin caught my attention, and I realized the dress had a long slit up to the top of her thigh that revealed her long, tan leg with each step she took. She had a crown of pale flowers around her head, and she tucked a wisp of her magenta hair behind her ear without meeting my gaze. 
 
    Finally, Valerra stormed down the hall with Eleanor and Emily right behind her. The Crimson Dragon’s hair was piled on top of her head with a pattern of pins and buttons to hold it in place, and she wore a long red dress that clung tightly to her muscular body, except for big, puffy sleeves that billowed out like MC Hammer’s pants.  
 
    I cocked my head to the side as her servants repeatedly pulled on the sleeves to make them even puffier.  
 
    “They look ridiculous,” Valerra muttered to her ladies-in-waiting. 
 
    “You look nice, Valerra,” I consoled her. 
 
    “This dress is horrid,” she grunted.  
 
    “It’s the latest in fashion, milady,” Eleanor assured her. “You will be the talk of the city.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” the lady dragon shot back. Then she grabbed the puffy sleeves and ripped them clean off the dress. 
 
    “Oh, I love her.” Aaliyah laughed while the other women gasped, and I chuckled as Eleanor and Emily paused for a moment to decide how to proceed. 
 
    “Ah, we can fix that,” Emily offered and pulled a small sewing kit from her dress pocket. 
 
    “It is fixed now.” Valerra smirked as she tossed the sleeves onto the marble floor, and then she shook her head.  
 
    At least a dozen hair pins fell to the floor, and my dragon mate’s hair tumbled out of its fancy updo. Her red waves fell down her back, and I grinned at the wild and free look. 
 
    “Now, you look even better,” I declared. 
 
    “Thank you,” Valerra huffed, but a small smile twitched at the corners of her mouth.  
 
    “Now, let’s go party!” Aaliyah cheered. 
 
    With that, my women linked arms with my mother, and Ruslan and I followed them out of the Lunar Palace toward my homecoming celebration.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    We walked past the courtyard and down another new path until we arrived at a large gazebo. Tall, white columns soared up twelve feet high to a marbled roof with black and white swirls, and tiny strands of white lights twinkled as they hung overhead and looped from column to column. A band of bird Demi-Humans played soft music with harps and guitars, and a lady bird warbled a sweet melody. 
 
    “A hero returns home, 
 
    And the fires burn bright, 
 
    A love like no other, 
 
    Lights up the night…” 
 
    No shit, they even wrote a song about me coming back? Badass. 
 
    I could smell hints of the meal to come, though only baskets of rolls waited on a long table next to the band. As soon as the song was over, Ruslan cleared his throat, and suddenly everyone stopped and turned to face him. 
 
    “People of Hatra!” he announced. “I’m sure most of you have heard by now, but the Dragon Lord has returned!” 
 
    Applause roared throughout the pavilion, and there were even a few whistles and cheers as Ruslan motioned for me to stand next to him. 
 
    “Within hours of his arrival, Lord Evan has already defeated an enemy at our gates!” Ruslan continued and was met with more cheers. “Now, everyone, please welcome Lord Evan and Princess Alyona!” 
 
    This time, the applause and cheers were nearly deafening, and I took a bow while Alyona curtsied next to me. 
 
    “Thank you for your warm welcome,” I boomed once the noise had quieted. “We are happy to return home. I would also like to introduce the women who have helped me on every step of my journey.” 
 
    I motioned for the women to step forward. 
 
    “Laika, leader of the Blue Tree Guild,” I continued as the wolf Demi-Human gave a shy curtsy. “Lady Aaliyah of Tikal, Miraya, spirit of the Sword of Hatra, Lady Naomi of Kana, and, of course, Lady Valerra, your Crimson Dragon.” 
 
    Valerra scowled and refused to curtsy, but the crowd erupted into even more cheers with some hooting and hollering as soon as her name was called. 
 
    I laughed as her scowl faltered, and she nearly smiled at the love everyone had for her. She hated the attention, but she couldn’t deny how good it felt to have the people of Hatra love her. 
 
    She may have hated people, but these were her people now. 
 
    Ruslan gestured toward the table, and Alyona and I took our places in the center seats that faced the crowd. Then my father sat on my right, and Julia sat on Alyona’s left, while the rest of our group fanned out into the chairs around us. 
 
    I looked out on the hundreds of people who had returned to their quiet conversations, and many strange faces looked at me with wonder. 
 
    “What is this place, Pops?” I asked as I studied our surroundings. 
 
    “It’s the Smoky Pavilion,” he replied and then chuckled. “Get it? Dragons, fire, smoke?” 
 
    “Clever,” I laughed. 
 
    “We’ve continued with the city meetings you started,” the fox explained. “The people are welcome to attend, and they play a role in the way the city is run. It really has worked out well.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “I want everyone to feel connected.” 
 
    As I turned back to face the crowd, a handful of pig Demi-Humans approached the table. They were whispering to each other and squeaking nervously, so I offered a warm smile and waited for them to speak. Then a male pig stepped forward and held out a wide square box. 
 
    “For you, Lord Evan,” he murmured as he set the box down in front of me. 
 
    I raised a confused eyebrow before I lifted the lid to reveal a fresh chocolate cake with a thick layer of chocolate frosting. An intricately designed black and purple dragon made of hard candy sat in the middle of the confection, and it was almost lifelike with visible scales and sharp teeth. 
 
    “Amazing,” Alyona breathed. 
 
    “Arthur is a fantastic baker,” Ruslan informed us. “He and his family moved here a few weeks ago, and they started the bakery next to the market.” 
 
    “Thank you, Arthur,” I said to the pig, who blushed and ducked his head. 
 
    “I am only happy to contribute to such a wonderful city,” he nearly whispered. 
 
    “We are happy to have you,” I replied with a grin. “This looks delicious.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan.” Arthur nodded and ushered the rest of his family back into the crowd. 
 
    “Be prepared,” Ruslan murmured. “I’m sure he’s not the only one who will welcome you back.” 
 
    “More gifts?” I snickered as I closed the box to save the cake for dessert. “It’s like my birthday.” 
 
    Ruslan chuckled as Afra strode through the crowd with someone close behind her. I couldn’t see who trailed the fox Demi-Human, and she grinned as she walked up to the table and set down a basket. 
 
    “We’ve been able to grow plenty more fruits since you left, Lord Evan,” Afra announced and gestured toward the basket, and her blue hair swayed behind her as she stepped back with a twinkle in her eyes. “And I’ve gotten a lot of help from Cia.” 
 
    A small head of bright purple hair peeked around Afra, and I waved at the tiny person behind her. 
 
    “Cia, I’m grateful for your help in the fields,” I said softly. 
 
    “He won’t bite, Cia,” Afra chastised her. “Greet Lord Evan.” 
 
    After a small sigh, a girl the size of a dwarf meekly stepped around to stand next to Afra. Her purple hair was twisted back into a braid that nearly touched the ground, and her eyes were black as night. Her features were hard with a strong jawline and hooked nose, and I had a feeling she was more worried about her looks than about me. 
 
    “I am honored to meet you, Lord Evan,” Cia said in a harsh, raspy voice. 
 
    “Likewise,” I replied with a smile. 
 
    She dipped her head and then scurried back into the crowd. 
 
    “Cia is a Mesic,” Afra explained as she watched the girl disappear into the throng of people. “They aren’t known for their, ah, social skills.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I chuckled. “As long as she is good for Hatra, she has nothing to fear from me.” 
 
    “I’ll pass along the message,” Afra replied with a grin. “It’s good to see you again, my lord.” 
 
    “And you, as well.” I returned her smile before she sauntered away from the table. 
 
    I grabbed a roll from one of the baskets on the table and tore off a bite as we waited for the rest of the meal. I caught another whiff of dinner, and my stomach growled at the smell of roasted chicken. 
 
    Then a familiar face appeared in the crowd, and Natalya breezed up to the table with a curtsy. Her pale blue hair was pulled back into a bun, and her ivory horns protruded from her forehead as she raised herself up to face me with a faint smile. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” the Asuran greeted me. “Princess Alyona, it is wonderful to see you both again.” 
 
    “Likewise, Natalya,” Alyona replied. 
 
    “Where are Ilya and Ilyushina?” I asked as I peeked behind the blacksmith. 
 
    “Oh, they’re coming,” she giggled. 
 
    Just then, a few people gasped, and the crowd parted for the siblings who sprinted through the pavilion toward our table. 
 
    “Evan!” Ilya shouted. 
 
    “Manners, Ilya,” Natalya called out. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” the Asuran boy corrected himself as they ran right up to the table and grinned. 
 
    I stood from the table and strode around to squat in front of the children. Their tiny Asuran horns poked out of their foreheads, and their matching silver-blue hair had grown since I’d been here last. 
 
    “Well, come on,” I said as I held my arms open wide. 
 
    The Asuran children squealed as they sprinted toward me, and I wrapped them up in a hug. 
 
    “Ilyushina missed you,” the girl mumbled against me as I held them both close. 
 
    “I missed you, too,” I replied and swallowed the lump in my throat. “Did you get my messages?” 
 
    “Yes, of course!” Ilya answered as he gripped me tightly with his small hands, and I noticed his voice had deepened slightly. “And we have been taking good care of Hatra.” 
 
    “I didn’t doubt you for a minute,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Even my secret mission,” Ilya whispered into my ear. 
 
    I glanced up at Valerra, whose features had softened at the children, and I laughed again as I remembered Ilya’s solemn vow to keep an eye on her and her temper. 
 
    “I knew you would,” I replied as the children let go. 
 
    “And we have a surprise for you!” Ilyushina giggled before she turned to Natalya. “Can we show him now?” 
 
    “Of course, children,” the Asuran woman said with a smile before she reached into her satchel and pulled out a small metal statue.  
 
    Natalya was a smith, and she’d created many weapons and armor out of the orichalcum mined near her former village. It appeared she had made something new, though, and Ilyushina gently took the statue from Natalya and placed it in my hands. 
 
    I held up the creation and stared at it in awe. It was a dragon in flight with two children on its back, and the detail was exquisite. I could pick out each individual scale, the talons on the feet, even the look of excitement and thrill on the children’s faces. Even their little Asuran horns poked out from their foreheads, and I grinned at the sight. 
 
    “Is this me?” I asked in wonder. 
 
    “Yes,” Ilya replied and nodded his head vigorously. “We’ve been learning from Natalya. Do you like it?” 
 
    “This is incredible,” I breathed and turned it over in my hands. “And it’s you two riding on my back?” 
 
    “Yes!” Ilyushina squeaked, and her smile was so wide I was worried her face would split in half. 
 
    “I love this,” I murmured and had to push back another lump in my throat. “Thank you both.” 
 
    These kids really knew how to pull at my heartstrings. The Asuran children had obviously worked hard on this statue, and it was easily the best gift I’d received since I’d been in Inati. 
 
    “Was this your secret project?” Ruslan asked as he peered down at Ilyushina. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she answered in a quiet voice. “Ilyushina did not like keeping it a secret from you, but I wanted to surprise Evan.” 
 
    “Very understandable,” my father replied with a grin. “It’s an amazing work of art.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Ilyushina squealed, and her pale cheeks tinted an adorable pink hue. 
 
    “I’ll keep it forever,” I promised and hugged the kids again. 
 
    Then I heard the thump of several footsteps, and I turned to see a line of servants with tray after tray of food. 
 
    “Oooh, we better go sit down, so we can eat!” Ilya told his sister before he turned back to me. “We’ll see you later, Ev--I mean, Lord Evan!” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I chuckled as I stood and walked back around to my seat. 
 
    I carried the small statue and rolled it around in my hands as the servants approached with the food. 
 
    “They did a fantastic job,” Alyona murmured as she leaned over and looked at the figurine. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunted as I blinked a few times and straightened up in my chair. 
 
    “You’re going to make a wonderful father,” the princess whispered into my ear as the trays began to fill the table, and a pleased growl rumbled in my chest. 
 
    As I turned back to the spread before me, I counted six trays piled high with roasted chicken, and the savory smell filled my nose as I took a deep breath. Thighs, drumsticks, and breasts were already cut from the large birds, and the thick brown skin was covered in a variety of herbs. Several dishes of mashed potatoes were covered with a creamy brown gravy, and even more bowls of roasted squash and zucchini were placed on the table. The staff set mugs of a sweet wine in front of each of us, too, followed by plates that I knew would barely contain everything I was ready to eat. 
 
    As soon as the servants stepped away, we dug in. We loaded our plates with the delicious food, and I tore into a drumstick with fervor. It felt like days since we’d had breakfast in Kana, and I’d worked up a hell of an appetite between the battle and Valerra. I finished one plate and then another. At some point, I looked up to see the citizens had sat down as well, and they were enjoying more of the food the cooks had prepared. I smiled as I reached out to fill my plate a third time, and then the staff appeared again with more trays. 
 
    “Holy hell,” I mumbled. “What else is there?” 
 
    As they set the trays down in front of us, my mouth watered at the sight of a dozen fruit pies. I could smell apple, cherry, and pumpkin, as well as several other fruity smells I didn’t recognize. The pies were already cut into perfect slices, and I grabbed the closest one to put a piece on my plate. 
 
    I forked a bite into my mouth, and the pastry practically melted onto my tongue. The fruit was one I didn’t know, but it was sweet and had a hint of banana and raspberry. 
 
    “Don’t forget about the cake,” Ruslan murmured into my ear. 
 
    “Oh, right!” I grabbed the cake box and conjured a dagger to slice into the chocolatey confection. 
 
    Then I speared a piece onto my plate next to the pie, and I slid the box down the table for everyone to grab a piece. After a few moments, I finished the pie and started on the cake. The creamy chocolate cake was baked to perfection, and each moist bite was better than the last. 
 
    When I finally felt stuffed, I set my fork down and leaned back in my chair. 
 
    It was good to be home. 
 
    “So, son, tell me about your adventures so far,” Ruslan said as he dug into his own piece of chocolate cake. 
 
    “Yes, we’ve been dying to know more!” Julia added, and her blue eyes sparkled with anticipation as she fanned herself. 
 
    “Well, first we were in Tikal,” I began. “We helped the three houses work together to create a marketplace for the city, so they wouldn’t fight each other anymore. Then it turned out part of their problem was the water supply, which the Green Glass Sect had poisoned, so we took care of that, too.” 
 
    “It was an awesome battle,” Aaliyah pointed out with a broad, fanged grin. “Lord Evan saved one of the leaders from assassination, and then he and Miraya healed some of our people who had been poisoned with miasma.” 
 
    “Yeah, they had some kind of order from the miasma to kill the princess,” I continued. “But once we cured them, she was safe. Then we went to Lumin and fought a skyraptor that kidnapped a bunch of centaurs for the Sect to sacrifice at the Breach. We saw an Oracle who told us everything.” 
 
    “And one of the centaur queen’s servants was working with the Sect to kidnap her own son,” Alyona added. “But Lord Evan got him back, and then the queen wanted to mate with him so she could have a daughter.” 
 
    “A centaur-dragon baby?” Julia gasped, and her fan froze in front of her face. “What an incredible creature that will be!” 
 
    “We can’t wait to see her,” I agreed. “She will be the next queen of Lumin, and they pledged their allegiance to the crown.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” my mother replied with a smile. “What about Colaruma? The hidden city?” 
 
    “We found it,” I chuckled. “It was underground, and it was a bit chaotic at first. The Sentinels the king charged with guarding the portals there were missing, but we found them, kicked the Sect guys’ asses that took them, and closed the portal they’d opened.” 
 
    “That’s not all you did,” Laika laughed into her cup of wine, and her gray eyes glinted with mirth. 
 
    “Oh, right!” I’d almost forgotten the best part. “And I beheaded this douchebag who was stealing from the poor people to keep for himself and his buddies.” 
 
    “Beheaded?” Ruslan laughed. “In front of a crowd, I assume.” 
 
    “Of course.” I grinned. 
 
    “He was quite deserving of his punishment,” Miraya chimed in as she nibbled on a small piece of pie. 
 
    “Yeah, he believed in classes based on bloodlines, even though he faked his own,” I added. “Whitaker was a real piece of work.” 
 
    “Whitaker?” Naomi repeated with a look of surprise. “Yellow-scaled lizard Demi-Human?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed, and my brow furrowed. “Did you know him?” 
 
    “He was friends with my brother, Gabriel.” She scowled. “He left after Gabriel got, ah, hurt. Rotten bastards, both of them. Good riddance.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you weren’t friends,” I snickered. 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” Naomi scrunched up her nose and then smiled. 
 
    “So, then you went to Kana?” Ruslan prodded. 
 
    “Yep, we had a less-than-warm welcome there,” I teased, and Naomi blushed and poked at her cake with her fork. “Then a magical relic was stolen by some bandits, and King Rodion told us we had to find the others. So, we found the others and brought them back to the castle. Then we got the stolen relic back, killed all the thieves, and, well, you know the rest of that story.” 
 
    “We do?” Julia raised an eyebrow. 
 
    I looked over at the crowd to ensure no one was listening before I nodded. 
 
    “I defeated the spirits of the Celestial Triad,” I murmured. “I have their abilities now.” 
 
    “Wow,” my mother breathed, and her blue eyes were wider than her dinner plate. “Fascinating.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “But we decided to hide the physical relics here, where I know they’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Very smart.” Julia nodded her head in agreement. 
 
    Suddenly, the people eating at the tables began to whisper to each other excitedly, and I looked up to see a group of warriors approaching the pavilion. Members of the Blue Tree Guild strode across the gazebo toward our table, and Laika stood to greet her grandfather, Pyotr, who led a group of six men through the throng of people. 
 
    Pyotr was also a wolf Demi-Human, though his fur was a darker gray than Laika’s, and his face was weathered from years of battle. His steely eyes were focused on my lover, and he powered forward with the confidence of a born leader. 
 
    “Laika, we’d heard you all had returned,” the wolf Demi-Human boomed as he reached out to grasp her forearm before he turned and greeted me. “Lord Evan, I trust my granddaughter has been an asset to you.” 
 
    “Of course, Pyotr,” I confirmed and clasped his forearm. “She is invaluable.” 
 
    Laika blushed as her gray wolf ears perked up at the compliment. 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve finished your meals,” Pyotr continued. “We have a few things to discuss.” 
 
    “Let’s head back to the palace, then,” I suggested. “I have a feeling we need to keep our conversation private.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Pyotr agreed. 
 
    We all stood from the table, and the crowd stopped eating to turn and look at us as we filed out of the gazebo. Before I left, though, I stopped and faced the crowd with what I hoped was a comforting smile. 
 
    “Please, continue your meals and celebration!” I announced. “We’re all tired from our journeys, and we will be returning to the Lunar Palace for the evening. Thank you all!” 
 
    The citizens clapped and cheered as the princess and I waved goodnight, and then we followed the Blue Tree Guild members back to the palace. 
 
    Laika and Pyotr talked the whole way, and I intertwined my fingers through Alyona’s as we walked in silence. The three moons were now visible in the sky, and I was reminded of how much I needed to learn about Inati. On Earth, I knew about the solar system, the other planets, and moons, but here, I had a rudimentary understanding of the universe. I thirsted for more knowledge of my new home, and I had to know everything I could to be the best ruler of my people. 
 
    I was lost in thought when we arrived at the palace, and Ruslan opened the doors to lead us inside. We walked into the great hall, and everyone sat in the plump chairs to relax. 
 
    “So, Laika tells me you’ve encountered a crew of thieves recently,” Pyotr said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “We finished them off back in Kana. Have you had anything exciting here?” 
 
    “Lady Valerra has handled most of the excitement here,” Pyotr chuckled. “We still go on our guild missions, and we had to handle some thieves ourselves over in Lexavo.” 
 
    “What were they after?” I asked as I sat forward with interest. 
 
    “We aren’t sure,” the wolf admitted, and his dark gray ears flattened against his head. “We killed a few, and the rest took off pretty quickly after that.” 
 
    “Maybe they were taking advantage of the Breach, as well,” Alyona pointed out. “Milo and Sila’s group said they were using the unrest as a distraction for their mission.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but taking over Lexavo would give anyone a tactical advantage over Hatra.” Ruslan frowned. 
 
    “Why is that?” Laika wondered. “They aren’t close enough for any kind of physical effect on us.” 
 
    “No, they’re not,” my father agreed. “They are, however, our regular supplier of iron. The orichalcum mines make for fantastic weaponry, but the iron is easier and faster to work with. They trade iron for food and other goods that we have in great supply.” 
 
    “It would affect Hatra quite harshly if we needed weapons quickly,” Julia added. “Especially if we didn’t have dragons on hand to help defend our city.” 
 
    “And they think Valerra is the only dragon here,” I muttered and rubbed my chin. “There could definitely be more to this situation than meets the eye.” 
 
    “Either way, I think we should try to help them somehow,” Alyona insisted, and her amethyst eyes flashed with determination. “It wouldn’t be right to leave them to their own defenses if we could help, right, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “We can’t risk something affecting our city or those close by. Plus, I really fucking hate thieves.” 
 
    “You should get some rest first,” Ruslan advised. “It’s getting dark, and you’ve already fought one battle today.” 
 
    Though I knew my father meant well, the automatic healing had already relaxed my tense muscles and soothed the aches and pains I normally felt after a fight.  
 
    Still, I wasn’t the only one who needed rest. 
 
    Alyona’s ivory face drooped with exhaustion, Aaliyah and Naomi had dark circles under their eyes, and even Miraya had begun to yawn. Valerra would never let anyone see if she was tired, but I knew she would probably sleep hard after the day we’d had. 
 
    “Good call,” I agreed. “Let’s get some sleep first. We’ll head to Lexavo first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “We’ll be here at sunrise,” Pyotr said as he stood and reached out his hand. 
 
    We shook forearms, and he turned to say goodbye to Laika. Everyone stood up and said their goodnights before the Blue Tree Guild headed outside, probably to their airship where most of them regularly lived. Then I turned to the hall that would take us to the bedchambers. 
 
    “Um, Lord Evan?” Aaliyah purred as she walked up to me. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “Where do Lady Naomi and I sleep?” she wondered as she looked around the great room awkwardly. 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled. “You can take the dryads’ room. There are three beds in there already.” 
 
    “Could I sleep in there as well?” Miraya asked. “I’ve seen the room from your eyes before. It is quite lovely.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a smile. “Anything you want.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” the spirit said and curtsied. “Goodnight.” 
 
    Miraya led Aaliyah and Naomi down the hall, and I watched as Naomi looked over her shoulder as though she had something else to say. Then she closed her mouth and turned around to follow the others. 
 
    “I’ll be in my room,” Valerra declared as she marched toward the hallway. “If Eleanor and Emily return from the party, you can tell them I’ve run away.” 
 
    “You don’t want to come to our room?” I teased with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “No, I do not,” she shot back, but then her tone softened. “I always sleep near the eggs.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I raised my hands in surrender. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Valerra nodded her head and strolled down the hall. 
 
    “We’ll see you off in the morning,” Julia said and stood up on her tiptoes to give me a motherly kiss on the cheek. “Sleep well.” 
 
    “Night, son.” Ruslan dipped his head and held his elbow out to Julia, and then my parents linked arms and walked together to their chambers.  
 
    I smiled at their retreating backs before I turned to Alyona and Laika. 
 
    “I guess it’s just the three of us,” I murmured as I dragged my gaze over my two beautiful lovers. 
 
    “I suppose so,” Alyona said, and her violet eyes were suddenly hooded with desire. 
 
    “At least we have our dragon to help us get out of these fancy dresses,” Laika added with a bat of her gray eyelashes. “If you aren’t too tired, that is.” 
 
    “I’m never too tired,” I growled. 
 
    I rushed toward the women, scooped them up, and threw them over each of my shoulders as they giggled and squealed. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Alyona laughed. “We can walk!” 
 
    “Ah, true,” I agreed, “but then I wouldn’t get this amazing view of both your asses right by my face.” 
 
    I turned my head and nibbled at the princess’ perfect round rear, and she squealed again. Then I swiftly carried them both to bed, and we barely slept for the rest of the night as I filled their beautiful bodies over and over again with my dragon seed. 
 
    When the sun shined into my window, it felt like I’d only been asleep for a few minutes, but my body was in great shape and ready to take on the day. 
 
    I looked over at my lovers who still slept soundly. Alyona’s creamy white skin contrasted perfectly with Laika’s olive complexion, and their long legs were twisted up together like pale, twining vines. Their naked bodies laid breast to breast, and my blood rushed south. So, I leaned over and ran my hands along their naked backs down to their round asses, and they stirred with mumbles and moans. Then two pairs of eyes fluttered open, and it was on. 
 
    Sometime later, the smell of breakfast wafted into the room and joined the scent of morning sex as we all laid on the bed panting from exertion. 
 
    “I guess we should go eat,” I said as I dragged my fingers along Alyona’s flat belly. 
 
    “Yes, we should,” she agreed with a smile. “And we have a trip to take today.” 
 
    “Ahh, that’s right,” I sighed. “Okay, but don’t think we won’t pick this up again later.” 
 
    “We’re counting on it,” Laika growled, and her bushy gray tail swished playfully. 
 
    My cock gave a valiant throb, but we still rose from the bed and got dressed for the day. Alyona slipped into a satiny purple robe, while Laika pulled on her brown leggings and blue tunic. Next, the wolf put on her Blue Tree Guild gorget, which allowed her to communicate with other members of her guild, and my gaze drifted over the intricate design of a bright blue tree with dozens of long branches extending from its trunk. Finally, the wolf warrior pulled on her boots and slipped her broadsword sheath over her shoulders. 
 
    Then we headed out of the bedroom and down the hall to the dining room. My parents were already seated and murmured with their heads together until we walked in. 
 
    “Good morning,” Julia chirped, and Ruslan dipped his head in greeting. 
 
    Before I could respond, a huge man strode into the room from the kitchen. He was a deer Demi-Human who stood nearly seven feet tall, and he had to turn sideways to fit his giant antlers through the doorway. He wore a long white apron and a grin that revealed perfect pearly teeth. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Evan and Princess Alyona!” he boomed in a deep, loud voice. “My name is Forsythe, and I am your head chef here at the Lunar Palace!” 
 
    “Good morning, and nice to meet you,” Alyona replied with a curtsy. 
 
    “Forsythe came to us a few months ago,” Ruslan explained. “He experienced some difficulty in his home city, and he decided to come here once word had spread about how we allow anyone to live here freely. When we discovered his skills in the kitchen, we had to offer him the job.” 
 
    “I’m excited to see what you can do, Forsythe,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “It will be an honor, my lord,” the deer drawled and gave a slight bow before he sauntered back to the kitchen. 
 
    Within minutes, Forsythe and his staff brought trays of pancakes, fried eggs, and chunks of ham covered in a thick, gooey jelly. Then they set out jugs of a sweet-smelling syrup and a big jug of juice that smelled like strawberries and blueberries. While they set the food out on the table, Miraya, Aaliyah, Naomi, and Valerra made their way to their seats and sat down to eat. Emily and Eleanor trailed in after Valerra and leaned against the wall behind her chair, and the dragon glanced over her shoulder with an exasperated sigh before she scooped food onto her plate. 
 
    As we began to eat, I understood why Ruslan and Julia had given Forsythe the head chef position. The jelly that covered the ham was sweet and oozed down my throat as the tender ham fell apart on my tongue. The fluffy pancakes had a hint of cinnamon, and the eggs were flavored with a few different spices. The entire meal was delicious, and I wanted to devour everything on the table. 
 
    After a few minutes of silent eating, two Blue Tree Guild warriors strolled into the dining hall and leaned against the doorway. 
 
    “Saxon, Nallen, is it just you two going with us?” Laika asked as she turned to face them. 
 
    “Yes, guild leader,” the human warrior replied. “Saxon and I volunteered to accompany your group to Lexavo.” 
 
    Nallen looked like a WWE wrestler with large muscular biceps and long curly hair that flowed down his back, and he wore the traditional blue and brown Blue Tree Guild armor, though his tree was emblazoned across his breastplate. His companion, Saxon, was a snake Demi-Human, and he was much smaller. His blond hair was buzzed on the sides with a mohawk on top that barely reached Nallen’s shoulder, and his yellow reptile eyes darted around the room. 
 
    “Okay, let’s finish up here and get a wagon ready,” I said as I forked the last of my pancakes into my mouth. 
 
    “We’ve actually brought a smaller airship, my lord,” Nallen boomed. “It will save us time on the journey.” 
 
    “Nice,” I replied. “That will definitely help.” 
 
    “Evan…” Valerra murmured, and I turned to my dragon mate. “Would it be alright if I stayed? I’d rather be with the eggs, just in case.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed. “With all these thieves running around, I don’t want to risk leaving them unguarded.” 
 
    Valerra nodded, tossed the last bite of ham into her mouth, pushed back from the table, and sauntered back down the hall, and Eleanor and Emily scurried along behind her without a word. 
 
    I turned back to the rest of the group who had finished their meals and began to get up from the table. Then we all headed for the door and followed the warriors outside to the smaller airship that waited in front of the Lunar Palace. 
 
    It was similar to the one the Blue Tree Guild used for their missions, but it was about a tenth of the size. It was like a large boat with wings like an airplane, and I was reminded of the old relic airships that supposedly could fly faster than a dragon. 
 
    “Laika, when are you going to fix up one of those old ones for me?” I teased the wolf. “I want to race.” 
 
    “When we aren’t in the middle of a thousand different battles,” she shot back with a grin. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled. “Let’s load up.” 
 
    “Be careful!” Julia called out as she waved goodbye. 
 
    “As always,” I replied with a wink. 
 
    “This is magnificent,” Naomi breathed as she walked up the ramp to the flying boat, and she ran her hand along the wooden handrail and then along the doorway to the airship. “I’ve never seen such a machine.” 
 
    “It’s one of our fleet,” Laika explained as she walked up behind the mage. “The only better way to fly is on a dragon’s back.” 
 
    “Really?” the lizard Demi-Human wondered with a small smile. “That is a difficult experience for anyone to match. Flying with Lord Evan was quite breathtaking, so I’m interested in this runner up.” 
 
    “Make sure you go on the top deck,” the wolf warrior advised with a wink. 
 
    It’d been a while since I’d taken a ride on an airship, and I followed Naomi to the deck to look out over the city as we rose into the air. I wondered where Lexavo was, and the thought had barely entered my mind when a golden line jutted out in front of the airship and veered out the gates of the city. 
 
    So, my precognition worked both ways. It not only told me the direction my enemies could take, but it also told me the direction I would have to take to reach my destination.  
 
    Pretty fucking cool. 
 
    Though no one else could see the line, the airship followed its path almost exactly, and we soared above the city and toward Lexavo. The airship glided along the wind currents, and I watched Naomi close her eyes and hold out her hands to feel the air rush by her face with a smile. Her short magenta hair flowed out behind her head, and her matching scales sparkled in the sunlight. 
 
    Then she seemed to realize I was staring, and she turned to look at me with a lusty stare before she blinked and rushed over to stand closer to the helm. 
 
    I chuckled as I focused on the golden path once more, and I noticed it getting brighter the further we went. We crossed over the forest just outside Hatra’s city walls, and then we were over the desert. A few trees and animals appeared like shadows below us, but the land was mostly bare.  
 
    Finally, I could just make out a tower ahead of us and then a dark gray stone wall with iron railings along the parapets. 
 
    Something seemed odd, and as we flew closer to the city, I heard the familiar sounds of battle. Swords crashed together, and arrows whistled through the air.  
 
    Then we saw them. 
 
    Red-robed bandits had already begun to attack Lexavo. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “Hurry!” I called out to Nallen. 
 
    The warrior dipped his head and steered the airship close to the battle, and I ran back down through the ship with Naomi hot on my heels. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Alyona asked as she rushed up to the deck with her brow furrowed with concern. 
 
    “Someone’s already attacking them,” I grunted as I rushed to the door and pushed it open. 
 
    The airship was still about ten feet from the ground, but I didn’t want to waste any more time. So, I leaped from the ship and rolled through the sand before I jumped back up to my feet. Then I sprinted toward the hooded figures and pulled out the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage. 
 
    I heard the ramp finally hit the sand behind me, and the rest of my comrades ran to catch up, but I was already close enough to grab one of the attackers by the back of his robe. 
 
    I yanked him to the ground, and he landed on his back with a thud that knocked the wind out of him. 
 
    “What the--” he gasped before I lifted my sword and plunged it down into his chest. 
 
    Blood spurted out from the wound as I pulled the blade back and turned to find more of the bandits. Then I looked past the red robes to see the Lexavo guards in green and silver armor, and I realized they all appeared to be human. Most of them were on the parapet and shot arrows down at their attackers, but a few stayed on the ground and battled with swords and shields. They fought the red-robed attackers back toward me, and I grinned as I continued to grab them from behind. 
 
    Nallen was the first to catch up with me, and he barreled through three of the men and scooped them up. Then he tossed them at least ten feet away from the fight, and they landed in a heap of broken bones and concussions. 
 
    A Hulk smash kind of guy. I can go with that. 
 
    I plowed the Sword of Hatra into another bandit’s side, and the attackers finally seemed to realize they were losing men on both sides. A few turned around to face us, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Alyona’s face contort with anger before she mumbled a few words and threw her hands out toward the bandits. 
 
    A white wave of magic washed over a handful of the thieves, and they collapsed into the sand. Their bodies seized and spasmed as foam poured out of their mouths, and then they laid still. Their eyes were glazed over with a white layer, and I was pretty sure my super badass fiancée had just killed them. 
 
    “You need to teach me that one,” Naomi said in a voice filled with awe. 
 
    Alyona smiled innocently, and the two lady mages got to work. As they cast spells to lay waste to the bandits, Saxon, Laika, and Aaliyah joined me in hand-to-hand combat. Laika’s broadsword cut through the bastards like butter, while Aaliyah and Saxon used their animalistic instincts to rip and shred the opponents. Every enemy Aaliyah faced was left tattered on the ground, and the lioness licked the blood from her claws as she looked for another bandit to take on. 
 
    I glanced around for Miraya, and I finally found her just as she walked up behind Alyona and placed her hand on the princess’ shoulder. The contact seemed to give Alyona even more power, and her next spell sent a dozen men flying backward. They crashed into the stone wall around the city, and blood spurted from their heads and faces as they slid back down to the sand in a heap. 
 
    I grinned and turned back to find another opponent when a sword appeared in the corner of my vision. I tried to duck the wild strike, but the blade sliced through the meat of my shoulder and down my bicep. 
 
    “Fuck!” I growled, and instinctively, I started to send a wave of healing magic to my nearly useless arm, but the power I’d taken from the Eternal Flame kicked in. 
 
    My skin began to knit back together, and my attacker watched the wound heal with wide eyes. 
 
    “What kind of beast are you?” he whispered as he gripped his sword with shaking hands. 
 
    “The kind you shouldn’t have fucked with, bitch,” I snarled and whipped my blade around to slice him across his throat. 
 
    My attacker’s blood poured out of his neck like a waterfall, and he crashed to the ground as he gurgled and gasped for air. 
 
    “My lord!” Nallen’s voice boomed across the sand, and I turned to see him with one meaty arm around a man’s neck while he pointed at a few of the bandits sprinting away from the battle. 
 
    One of the men’s hoods had blown back from his head, and he looked over his shoulder to see if we would follow. His face was vaguely familiar, and I couldn’t place him, but I would find out. 
 
    “I got them!” I shouted back. 
 
    Nallen nodded and then cranked his captive’s neck to break it in one smooth motion. 
 
    I conjured a fiery bow and arrow and aimed for the bandit at the back of the pack. Then I remembered my new power and decided to just think about the man I wanted to hit. So, I took a deep breath, pulled the arrow back, and released the bowstring. 
 
    The arrow whistled across the sand and pierced the man’s back. He stumbled and fell on his face, and the others turned to see what happened but didn’t stop to help him. His red robes were soon engulfed with the flames of my arrow, and I quickly grabbed another and fired at the next man in line. He looked over his shoulder and tried to duck the projectile, but the arrow dropped with him and drilled into his shoulder blade. 
 
    He let out a guttural cry as he crashed to the sand, and the leader of the pack shouted at the others as I drew another arrow. The leader threw something down on the ground behind them, and they continued to sprint away from the melee. 
 
    Before I could release the fiery missile, a puff of gray smoke appeared between us, and when it seemed to magically implode a moment later, the thieves had vanished.  
 
    I growled and turned back to the battle, but it seemed my companions had finished the job. Red-robed bodies littered the ground in front of the city’s gates, and the Lexavo soldiers looked around in utter bewilderment. 
 
    “Everyone good?” I asked as I looked over the group. 
 
    “Saxon was injured,” Laika called out from next to the snake. 
 
    “It’s nothing, guild leader,” Saxon said as he brushed the wolf’s hand from his shoulder. “It’s a flesh wound.” 
 
    I jogged closer and saw the snake’s shoulder was completely dislocated, and a large gash had ripped a few of his reptilian scales from the side of his neck. 
 
    “I can fix it,” I told him before I opened my mouth and released a cloud of glittery healing magic that floated over him and came to rest on his injuries. The sparkling sheen had been a bit confusing when I’d first arrived in Inati since I’d expected fire, but being able to heal had certainly come in handy. 
 
    The Demi-Human’s shoulder slowly rotated back into place with a pop, and the wound on his neck and arm began to stitch back together as his scales grew out and returned to their normal yellow color. 
 
    “Wow,” Saxon breathed as he stared down at his previously injured arm. “That normally takes a couple weeks, especially to get my scales back.” 
 
    “One of the bonuses of hanging out with a dragon.” I grinned, and the snake returned my smile before we all turned to walk up to the guards. 
 
    “We owe you great thanks,” one of the soldiers announced, “though, we do not recognize you.” 
 
    “I am Lord Evan of Hatra,” I replied with a bow and then turned to introduce my group. “Princess Alyona, Laika, Nallen, and Saxon of the Blue Tree Guild, Lady Aaliyah, Lady Naomi, and Lady Miraya.” 
 
    Each of the women bowed or curtsied at their names, and the soldier’s eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “The great Dragon Lord of Hatra has come to Lexavo?” he asked as his jaw went slack in astonishment, but then he shook his head, quickly composed himself, and dipped into a shallow bow. “Forgive me, my lord. My name is Samuel, and I am honored to meet you. I am simply surprised at your sudden appearance. We received no word that you or your party would be coming today.” 
 
    “We only returned to Hatra yesterday and heard about your trouble with bandits,” I explained. “Have you had many thieves like that lately?” 
 
    “We have,” Samuel admitted, and his lips thinned into a grim line. “I’ll take you to the castle. Lord Torrin will be most interested to speak with you.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed. 
 
    Samuel waved to the guards in the tower above us, and the iron gates rattled open. We followed the soldiers inside the city, and I stared at the landscape around us. Ruslan wasn’t kidding about these guys mining iron. They used it for everything, from sheet metal buildings to iron gates around the houses to metal troughs along the road. It was like walking into one of those industrial style houses I used to see on TV back on Earth. 
 
    The soldiers led us through the city, and only a few people stood outside as we walked by, though I saw a few curtains shift with movement from inside the houses. The citizens were obviously curious, but not many wandered outside, probably because of all the dangers they’d had with the bandits already. 
 
    After a few minutes, we arrived at what looked like an airplane hangar. It was a long metal building that stood two stories high, and even the doors to go inside were made out of sheet metal. Two guards stood at the door and eyed Samuel with a questioning look, but when he waved, they opened the door to let us inside the palace. 
 
    As we walked inside, our footsteps echoed around the metal building, and I could see it was divided like most of the castles we’d been in. We followed Samuel through a large living area with several sitting chairs and a fireplace, and then we walked into a huge room. The ceiling soared the full two stories above us, and a long green rug ran the length of the room from the doorway to a raised platform at the end. Atop the platform were two large chairs covered in green felt and decorated with various jewels, and the gems sparkled in the light that streamed in through the windows on our left. 
 
    A human couple sat in the two chairs, and they reminded me of old pictures of kings and queens. The man wore a large furry coat that draped over the sides of his chair and nearly touched the ground, his gray hair hung down past his shoulders, and his beard was nearly as long. The woman wore a silk cape with a huge emerald brooch at the neck, and her blonde hair was streaked with white. They both looked to be in their sixties or seventies, and the man stood up as we entered the room. 
 
    “Samuel,” he bellowed, and his voice echoed around the metal room. “What is going on?” 
 
    “My lord, please excuse the interruption,” Samuel replied as we hurried to keep up with his long-legged pace. “We have visitors, and I knew you’d want to meet them. Let me introduce Lord Evan of Hatra, Princess Alyona, and their companions.” 
 
    “Oh!” the woman gasped and covered her mouth with a gloved hand. 
 
    A lady-in-waiting seemed to appear from behind the woman’s chair and fanned her with a large paper fan. I had to stifle a laugh at the dramatic reaction, and Alyona squeezed my arm as she gave me a stern look with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” the man chuffed heartily, and he stepped down from the platform to greet us. “Princess, I am Lord Torrin, and this is my wife, Lady Meadow. It is an honor for you to come to our city.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Torrin,” I replied as we gripped forearms. 
 
    I noted the man’s arm was skinny and frail, though he tried to cover it with the large coat and layers of green and white robes. 
 
    “Lord Evan assisted us with the latest attack on our city,” Samuel said. “He and his group were able to help us clear out several waves of bandits. A few escaped, but I doubt they’re stupid enough to come back with only four men since their group of forty failed.” 
 
    “I would hope so,” Torrin chuckled. “I’ve been the leader of this city for decades, and yet, we have never been attacked so often as we have in the past few months.” 
 
    “Do you know what they’re after?” I asked. 
 
    “I imagine it’s our treasure.” The old man shrugged. “There is much unrest in the kingdom, as you well know. People either learn to work together, or they learn to fight for themselves. We have chosen to work with Hatra, but others have chosen to look for the easy way to survive.” 
 
    “You have sympathy for the thieves?” I raised a doubtful eyebrow. 
 
    “Not at all,” Torrin replied easily. “I simply understand the way a man’s mind works after such a long time of dealing with them.” 
 
    “Forgive me for asking, but how long have you been here?” I asked, and I heard Alyona’s sharp intake of breath at the question. 
 
    “Don’t fret, princess,” Torrin laughed. “Lord Evan’s question is reasonable, and I like a man with honest questions. I am now one hundred and fifty-three, and my father passed the city to me when I was only eighty.” 
 
    “Wow,” Aaliyah breathed from behind me. 
 
    I was thinking the same thing. 
 
    “Come, come!” the old man directed. “Let’s speak in a less formal arena. My lady?” 
 
    “Coming,” Lady Meadow replied as she stood shakily from her chair, and her servant rushed around next to her and took her elbow without a word. The two made their way down the stairs from the platform and followed us as Lord Torrin guided our group back to the living area we’d seen before. 
 
    A few other servants appeared with additional chairs, and everyone sat around the cold fireplace that seemed to be more decorative than useful. It was hot outside, and I didn’t imagine it getting much colder around here. 
 
    “So, tell me about this treasure,” I said after we were all settled. 
 
    “Ahhh, right to the point,” Torrin chuckled. “Well, as I mentioned, I’ve run this city for many years, and before that, my father was the lord of the city. Back in his time, it was rather fashionable to conquer other cities and tribes, so he would send his guards to take over some other city and return with their greatest treasures.” 
 
    “They would just go fight, take all their nice things, and come home?” Laika asked as her furry gray ears twitched atop her head. 
 
    “In the simplest terms, yes,” the old man confirmed. “This is not the way of the world anymore, mind you, but back then it was completely normal, though very impractical. Once a city was conquered and its riches gone, my father would have no way to rule them from afar, and the city would have nothing to use for bargaining with another city. So, the people would then move away, and the conquered city would become useless.” 
 
    “And that was normal?” I scrunched up my nose. “Sounds dumb. I like treasure and all, but what was the point?” 
 
    “Only to be able to claim the most gold and land,” Torrin replied. “As soon as I took over after my father’s passing, I changed the purpose of our soldiers. I couldn’t do anything about the treasure we’d already amassed, but I could prevent the unnecessary dismantling of other cities.” 
 
    “Lord Torrin immediately gained the reputation for being a kind ruler,” Lady Meadow chimed in with a fond smile. “Our soldiers were happier with their new roles, and our people were happy not being considered the bad people.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said. “So, basically, you just have like a bunch of cities’ worth of gold?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Torrin laughed, and his eyes glittered with mirth. “Would you like me to show you?” 
 
    “Ahhh, yes,” I nearly growled as my inner dragon preened at the idea of more gold. “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, that is.” 
 
    “Not at all,” the old lord replied with a wave of his hand. “I know dragons like that sort of thing, and it will also probably help you understand why we continue to be a target.” 
 
    “Okay, lead the way.” I grinned.  
 
    We rose from the chairs and followed Lord Torrin down another hallway to a large thick door. It was made of iron as well, and it had long vertical bars and short horizontal bars that crisscrossed to cover the entire surface. In the middle was a handle that reminded me of a boat steering wheel with six two-foot spindles extending out from a circular hub. Torrin pulled a necklace from inside his robes and revealed a key he inserted into the center of the hub. As he turned it, a thud echoed down the hallway, and he spun the wheel to open the door. 
 
    The thick metal door opened inward, and we followed Torrin into a dimly lit room that looked to be maybe the size of my chambers back at the Lunar Palace. I could just see the golden glow of the treasure he mentioned, but it was too dark to get a good look. Still, the sensation I got around treasure was tingling through my veins, and I clenched and unclenched my hands at the feeling. 
 
    “Lord Evan, would you mind lighting the torches there and there?” Torrin asked as he pointed to the walls on our right and left. 
 
    “Sure,” I replied and conjured a fireball in each hand. 
 
    I tossed the burning orbs in the directions he’d indicated, and the torches caught fire and lit the room.  
 
    Then we all took in a collective gasp. 
 
    The room was at least three times the size I’d thought it was, nearly as large as the expansive hall where the lord and lady’s chairs sat, but that wasn’t the craziest part. 
 
    The room was absolutely filled with treasure. 
 
    Floor to ceiling piles of gold coins, jewelry, gold statues, artwork, and jewels lined all three walls away from the door and took up most of the floor. A pathway had been cleared to allow easier access to the piles, and it appeared to loop around the room in one giant U. 
 
    It took every ounce of my self-control to resist throwing all of it in my spatial storage right then and there. 
 
    I took a few deep breaths, and Alyona squeezed my hand with reassurance. 
 
    “I can see why you believe the thieves are after your treasure,” Laika murmured, and her gray eyes were wide with surprise. “There’s, ah, a lot of it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Torrin chuckled. “As I said, my father amassed quite a fortune, but Lady Meadow and I have rarely added treasure of our own since I assumed control of Lexavo. It has mostly sat here collecting dust unless we needed to pay for goods.” 
 
    “Well, it seems the stories of your father’s taste for gold has spread,” I noted. “You’re the only one with a key?” 
 
    “Yes,” the old man confirmed. “And once I die, the key will be given to my son.” 
 
    “Your son?” I raised an eyebrow, even though I’d guessed who his son was already. “Where is he during all of this?” 
 
    “Right here,” Samuel chuckled, and I turned to the soldier as I fought a grin. “I have led our soldiers for many years during my father’s rule. When he dies, my son will take over the army, and I will take lordship.” 
 
    “Ahh, that makes sense,” I replied with a laugh. “So, everything just gets handed down to male heirs?” 
 
    “Yes,” Torrin said and nodded. “My daughters have been married to other city leaders to help reunite us after the damage my father caused. We haven’t been at war for nearly fifty years. The thieves have brought the most action we’ve seen since then.” 
 
    “I see,” I murmured as my hungry eyes traveled back over the treasures. “I think it’s wise to keep your guards on high alert. Even though only a few of the bandits escaped, it seemed at least one of them was a mage.” 
 
    “A mage?” Meadow gasped. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I confirmed. “I would have killed all of the runners, but there was a sudden cloud of smoke, and then they were gone.” 
 
    “Oh, this is worrisome.” Torrin frowned. “Do you think I could simply offer some of the gold to appease them?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I snorted. “And I wouldn’t offer the bastards anything anyway. You may not agree with how the gold got here, but regardless, it’s yours. You shouldn’t have to negotiate for your city’s safety with a bunch of criminals.” 
 
    Torrin nodded his head thoughtfully as he tugged on his beard. 
 
    “What else do you think we should do, Lord Evan?” Samuel asked. 
 
    “I may have an idea,” Alyona offered. “Perhaps we should help set a trap. Lady Naomi is quite skilled with her mirage magic, and we’ve successfully caught bandits before.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know if I could be that much help,” Naomi said with a blush. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” the princess chided her and smiled. “You’re brilliant and a fast learner.” 
 
    “I think it’s a great idea,” I agreed. 
 
    “How would we set this trap?” Torrin wondered, and he cocked his head to the side. “We’ve never done such a thing.” 
 
    “Well, they want treasure, right?” I thought out loud as I began to pace back and forth. “So, we use the mirage magic to offer treasure, but then something has to hold them there.” 
 
    “Perhaps a Carcera spell?” Miraya suggested. 
 
    “Oh, fantastic idea!” Alyona exclaimed. “If we put something outside the gate with the mirage magic over it, we can spell it with the Carcera spell to trap them inside it. Lord Torrin, could someone fashion a mobile prison?” 
 
    “I have many smiths, but I believe I know the perfect one to create what you’re thinking,” the old leader replied. “How big should it be?” 
 
    “Big enough for six men,” I answered. “I saw only four escape, but we should have room for a couple more, just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “Samuel, find Adlaro,” Torrin ordered his son. “He can make the cell for us.” 
 
    “Of course.” Samuel dipped his head and rushed out of the vault. 
 
    “Would you like something to eat or drink while we wait?” Lady Meadow offered. “We could have the staff prepare a small meal. You must be exhausted after the fight earlier.” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” Alyona replied before I could, and she was a little more well-mannered in her acceptance.  
 
    I probably would have growled something about how dragons are always hungry. 
 
    Torrin gestured for us to walk back out into the hallway, and I gave one last longing look over my shoulder at the treasure vault before the old man pulled the door shut behind us and spun the lock back into place. Then we followed the couple back down the hallway and took a sharp right into a dining area. A long wooden table stretched nearly the length of the room, and there was room for at least twenty people to sit. 
 
    As we found chairs and sat down, a servant popped in through the back entrance and immediately began to pour wine into goblets and deliver them to each of us. 
 
    “Lord Evan, I know your entrance to my city was less pleasant than I’d hoped, but I am glad you came,” Torrin declared as we all sipped on our drinks. “I’ve been very intrigued about you since word of Hatra’s rise has spread throughout Rahma.” 
 
    “I’m glad I came, too,” I replied with a grin. “It seems we had perfect timing.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the old man agreed and laughed. “So, you are from Hatra originally?” 
 
    “I was adopted there,” I hedged. “My parents are Elders of Hatra, and they’ve been crucial to the repairs we’ve done in the city.” 
 
    “Amazing,” he breathed. “At least you don’t have a terrible reputation of your father to overcome.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would suck,” I agreed. 
 
    Torrin burst out into hearty laughter until his face turned red, and while he tried to catch his breath, the servant returned with two more behind him. The staff set down trays of finger sandwiches made with a creamy brown sauce, cheese, and what smelled like sliced ham. Then they added two large bowls of apples and grapes before they topped off our wine and scurried back to the kitchen. 
 
    I glanced over to see Aaliyah’s slightly disappointed face and chuckled at the lioness’ appetite. At times, it matched my own. 
 
    We ate the tiny sandwiches and fruit with the occasional friendly conversation as we waited for Adlaro to complete the task. After about ten of the little snacks, I gave up on the idea of getting full. I’d have to eat a big dinner at home tonight.  
 
    As I sat back in my chair, Samuel and another human rushed into the dining hall. 
 
    “My lord, I have completed your task,” the second man announced with a deep bow. “I pray it is to your liking.” 
 
    The smith was a large man with a gut that reminded me of Santa Claus and a filthy apron hanging over it. He was bald, and smudges of black and gray soot dotted his head and face. 
 
    “I’m certain you did well, Adlaro,” Lord Torrin replied. “Let’s see it.” 
 
    We got up from the table and followed Adlaro and Samuel outside the palace. A large iron box sat atop a wagon and featured only two small openings for air to get in and a door with a handle similar to that on the vault door.  
 
    It was perfect. 
 
    “Is it sufficient, my lord?” Adlaro asked and wrung his hands together. 
 
    “Looks like it will hold the men,” I observed as I walked around the wagon to look over the prison before I turned back to Torrin. “Your smith has done well.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” the smith said with another awkward bow. 
 
    “Then let’s get it set up,” Laika urged with a swish of her furry gray tail. 
 
    Samuel nodded to the smith, and he clambered up to the wagon to take the reins. Then we led the cart out the front gate of the city and pulled the prison down to the ground. The metal box landed with a thump, and Nallen and Samuel lined up to start pushing it closer to the city wall. 
 
    “Hold on, fellas,” I interjected with a chuckle. “Let me make this easier.” 
 
    As they stepped back from the box with confused expressions, I activated my stone magic, and the pebbles of sand began to push the prison across the ground until it slid to a stop a few inches from the wall. 
 
    “That was much easier.” Nallen grinned. 
 
    “You’re up, ladies,” I said to Alyona and Naomi as I gestured to the box. 
 
    The lady mages came closer to the cell and circled around it slowly. 
 
    “We need to layer them with the Carcera spell first, so it is activated last,” Alyona mused. “Unless we want a final spell that would notify the guards?” 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” I agreed. “Just in case they don’t see it happen.” 
 
    “Okay,” the princess replied with a nod. 
 
    Then she and Naomi murmured together for a moment before they joined hands and began the first spell. Gold and violet swirls of smoky magic escaped their fingers and began to swirl around the prison like a small tornado, and after a few laps around the metal box, the magic settled on the surface as a bright shiny glow quickly faded from the naked eye. 
 
    “Miraya, could you help us power the Carcera spell?” Alyona asked the spirit. “If one is a mage, he may be able to fight it, so we need it to be strong.” 
 
    “Of course, my lady,” Miraya replied and stepped forward to place her hands on each of the mages’ shoulders. 
 
    Naomi and Alyona started the next spell, and a bright red glow emanated from their hands before it shot up into the sky above us and poured back down over the prison like molten lava. The Carcera spell seemed to spill over every piece of metal until we could no longer see the box, and then it seeped into the surface and disappeared. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Meadow breathed. 
 
    “They’re pretty damn good,” I bragged as another grin spread across my face. 
 
    Alyona smiled over her shoulder at me, and then the magical women began the final spell. Naomi laid her hands on the box, while Alyona and Miraya each put their hands on her shoulders to channel more power behind the mirage. We all watched in awe as the box shimmered for a moment, and then it was like a curtain fell over the prison. On the surface of the magical cover, a pile of gold coins and jewels appeared just as it looked in the vault. The coins even shimmered in the sunlight, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think they were the real deal. 
 
    Finally, the three women stepped back from the trap and brushed off their hands as they smiled at each other proudly. 
 
    “That looks sooooo good!” Aaliyah purred as she hugged them. 
 
    “It really does,” Laika agreed and squeezed Alyona’s hand. 
 
    “I concur,” Torrin boomed. “Your magical abilities are quite impressive.” 
 
    “You don’t have any mages here?” I wondered. 
 
    “No.” Meadow shook her head. “None of our citizens have been born with the ability. It is a great mystery.” 
 
    “Weird,” I murmured. “Well, I think they’ll get the idea of the gold being free to them if they return. The guards should still be watching, and maybe they can even play along and encourage the bandits to take it and leave you alone.” 
 
    “Great idea.” Torrin nodded toward Samuel. “Let the guards know for every shift. They need to seem worried or frightened.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a grin. “As long as they play the part well, you should have a cell of bandits in no time.” 
 
    “We greatly appreciate your help today, Lord Evan,” the old man declared as he grasped my forearm. “You are a valuable ally to Lexavo.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Torrin,” I replied. “Hatra is fortunate to have you as an ally as well. Please, don’t hesitate to reach out to us if you need anything else. And I’d like to know when you catch the thieves, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I’ll send word as soon as we have them,” he agreed. 
 
    I looked over to see the women saying their goodbyes to Lady Meadow, and I bowed to the older woman before we walked toward the airship to return to Hatra. 
 
    We boarded the vessel, and Nallen made his way to the helm. 
 
    “My lord, the bandits are not a local issue,” Saxon stated as we lifted up into the air. “We have seen a few different cities experiencing the same problem.” 
 
    “We need to speak with the king on how to handle the bandits on a large scale,” I muttered. “I’d like to put traps at every city, but I don’t know if it would be plausible.” 
 
    “Surely, we can think of something,” Laika chimed in. “You’ve come up with a solution for every problem we’ve faced so far.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Aaliyah agreed, and her orange eyes narrowed in thought. “Maybe this one will take some more research as well.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I murmured. “Either way, we need to get rid of all these damn thieves, so Rahma can focus on the war at the Breach.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Saxon hissed, and his forked tongue slid out from between his lips in frustration. 
 
    The journey back to Hatra was short, and as the airship lowered to the ground in front of the Lunar Palace, I could see my parents standing in the doorway awaiting our arrival. 
 
    “Evan, how was your trip?” Julia asked before I even reached the bottom of the ramp. 
 
    “My love, let our son step onto the ground before you begin your inquisition,” Ruslan teased. 
 
    “It was more exciting than we’d planned,” I chuckled. “There were--” 
 
    “My lord!” a voice suddenly shouted from the other side of the airship. 
 
    We all turned to see Cia sprinting as fast as her short legs would carry her, and she waved her arms over her head frantically. 
 
    “Cia, what’s wrong?” I demanded as the small girl skidded to a stop in front of me. 
 
    “We have a problem!” she exclaimed in her raspy voice. “You must come quickly!” 
 
    I growled and followed the Mesic toward the fields. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    I caught up with Cia in only three strides, and then I had to slow down to match her pace. I wasn’t sure what we were running to, so I decided to stay with her until I figured it out. My women and the Blue Tree Guild warriors followed along behind us, and we hurried along the road until Cia took a sharp turn and cut between houses. We rushed through people’s yards, and several citizens looked up with confusion as we scrambled past them. 
 
    When we finally reached the edge of the farmland, Cia slowed down to weave through the crops to the other end. As we passed through the stalks, I realized I didn’t see any of the farmers working the field. 
 
    I soon figured out why. 
 
    We ran through the last of the crops, and a crowd of citizens had gathered against the wall. Their voices were strained with anxiety as they murmured together. 
 
    “Back up!” Cia ordered. “Lord Evan is here! Move!” 
 
    The farmers stepped back from the wall to reveal a hole in the stones near the bottom where the wall met the ground. The edges of the hole were jagged, and chunks of stone laid on the ground inside the wall, as though an explosion had blown open the hole through the barrier. Since I’d yet to see any dynamite in Inati, my conclusion was some kind of spell had broken through the thick stone, and the hole was just big enough for a person to crawl through and have access to the city. 
 
    “When did you find this?” I demanded. 
 
    “Just this morning,” Cia answered. 
 
    “It wasn’t there when I put away the tools last night,” one of the farmers said as he pointed to the toolshed a few feet away from the hole. “I was the last one here, and I would have seen it.” 
 
    “Does anyone stay overnight here?” Laika asked. 
 
    “No,” Afra said as she gently pushed her way through the crowd. “The last of the workers checks out with me, and then everyone checks in just after sunrise the next morning. I haven’t had anyone work overnight in months.” 
 
    “Okay,” I murmured as I scanned the area. “What about this morning? Who was the first person here?” 
 
    “I was,” a mole Demi-Human man said and stepped away from the others. “I got here at sunrise, but I didn’t see that. I don’t think it was here, my lord. I would’ve noticed.” 
 
    “It would be pretty noticeable,” Aaliyah agreed. “Did anyone hear anything? This doesn’t look like it would have been quiet.” 
 
    The workers all shook their heads no, and the mole man spoke up again. 
 
    “I doubt we would have,” he answered. “We were running carts on the east end of the fields all morning. We were already pretty far away from here, but the carts are really loud, too.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. 
 
    Any chance of finding footprints in the sand was gone since the workers had trampled all over the area to catch a glimpse of the hole. So, someone broke into the city at some point while we were gone, and we had no idea where he or she went. 
 
    “What should we do, my lord?” Afra asked, and her fox ears flicked nervously atop her head. 
 
    “First, I’ll fix this hole,” I replied. “We don’t want anyone else to get in, and I don’t want to let the bastard sneak back out. Everyone, stand back.” 
 
    The farm workers scurried even further away from the wall as I strode forward and called on my stone magic. Then I lifted the pieces of stone from the ground and pushed them back into the wall. It was like solving a puzzle, but the pieces were super fucked up. As the last few crumbles found their places, I walked closer and put my hand against the rockface. I could feel the discord of the mismatched stones, and I knew they wouldn’t hold well for long. 
 
    So, I pushed my stone magic a little more and melded the jagged slabs back together. The repair slowly transformed from a crackled mess of rocks into a smooth surface that blended in perfectly with the rest of the wall. The stones hummed with a more contented energy, and I stepped back to look over my handiwork. 
 
    “Much better,” Alyona praised. “Now, we need to find the marauder who is roaming around our city.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I nodded. “Let’s get back to the palace. Afra, everyone can get back to work, but we need to know immediately if anyone sees anything strange or remembers anything from this morning.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the fox replied before she turned back to the staff. “You heard Lord Evan. We have a job to do for our city, and we need to get it done.” 
 
    The farmers nodded and murmured their agreements before they dispersed to various parts of the fields, so I turned back to my group and motioned for everyone to head for the Lunar Palace. We began a hurried walk home, and Nallen caught up to me and Laika as we left the fields. 
 
    “My lord, guild leader, if I may, I believe the Blue Tree Guild would be helpful in your search for the traitor,” the bulky man suggested. “I would be willing to go to the airship and ask for volunteers if you’d like.” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea, Nallen,” Laika agreed and flashed a fanged grin. “You and Saxon go speak with Pyotr. Ask him how many warriors he can spare, and have them all meet us, ah… well, we might need a bigger place to meet if we have several warriors join the search.” 
 
    “True,” I mused. “How about the Smoky Pavilion? It’s large and in the center of the city, so we could divide and conquer from there easily.” 
 
    “Indeed.” The wolf Demi-Human nodded and turned back to face her soldiers. “Tell everyone to meet us at the pavilion. We’ll be there shortly.” 
 
    The large warrior dipped his head, and he and Saxon jogged toward the guild’s airship which was parked, if you could call a flying ship parked, above the outer wall near Hatra’s gates. 
 
    We continued on to the palace, and Ruslan and Julia were waiting outside, while Valerra paced back and forth behind them. Emily and Eleanor hovered a few feet away, and they watched their mistress with fretful gazes. 
 
    “What happened?” Ruslan asked when we reached them, and he wrung his hands together. “Is everyone alright?” 
 
    “Our people are fine,” I replied with a frown. “But someone broke in through the wall, probably with magic.” 
 
    “You didn’t say that before,” Laika murmured as she narrowed her gray eyes. “Why not?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to freak them out,” I answered. “The last thing we need is a bunch of people panicking. That’s the other reason why I didn’t want to start the search from there. We need to discuss who it could be, so we know what to look for.” 
 
    “It could be anyone,” Valerra growled. “I knew staying here was a bad idea, especially with the rumors spreading about us both being here. Maybe I should just go back to the canyons with the eggs.” 
 
    “You will do no such thing,” I thundered as my dragon parental instincts kicked in, and my dragon mate’s eyes widened at my outburst. “Junior is my egg, too, and he’s much safer within these walls than in that cave. Here, he has multiple people to protect him.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right, Evan,” she whispered as she lowered her head slightly. 
 
    “I am,” I asserted. “Now, we’re meeting with the Blue Tree Guild in the Smoky Pavilion to start searching the city for whoever broke in. I think it’s best if you stay here with Ruslan and Julia. I also want more guards in the palace than usual. If the eggs are what our burglar is after, the last thing we should do is leave the eggs unattended while we look.” 
 
    “I’ll tell the guards,” Julia offered before she rushed inside the palace. 
 
    “No one will get near Lady Valerra or the eggs,” Emily suddenly said, and her green eyes flashed with an anger that took me by surprise. 
 
    “We will tear their eyes from their heads before they enter the home of Lady Valerra and the children,” Eleanor added with a fierce gleam in her eyes, too. 
 
    I stared at the ladies-in-waiting in shock for a moment. They’d turned from giggly little servants into ferocious protectors within seconds. It seemed they had learned a few things from the Crimson Dragon. 
 
    “Ahh, that sounds pretty serious,” Aaliyah said and broke the silence. 
 
    “We’re very serious about our duties.” Eleanor clenched her fists until her knuckles were white. 
 
    “Okay, well, good,” I replied awkwardly, and Alyona covered up a giggle with her dainty hand. “We better head to the pavilion.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure we’ll be fine here,” Ruslan agreed with an amused expression. “I’ll send a messenger if we need anything.” 
 
    As we turned to leave, Julia walked out of the palace with four guards in tow, and the warriors posted up outside the front door with stern faces. 
 
    “More of our army is stationed in each room of the palace,” my mother explained. “Don’t worry, Evan.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied with a smile. “We’ll be back soon, I hope.” 
 
    My parents nodded while Valerra crossed her arms over her chest, and her servants matched her pose. 
 
    I chuckled as we headed for the Smoky Pavilion to meet the Blue Tree Guild warriors and begin our search. We hurried down the road, but I didn’t want to draw too much attention from the citizens. It seemed my concern was for nothing, though, since no one was even outside to see us rush by, and I wondered where everyone could be. 
 
    Then we approached the giant gazebo, and I realized dozens of people had already gathered inside it with the Blue Tree Guild warriors. I saw Arthur, the baker, and a few other faces I recognized from the party last night. 
 
    “Um, Nallen?” I called for the soldier with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” Nallen appeared from within the crowd. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I whispered as he came closer. “These are not just warriors from the guild.” 
 
    “I know, my lord,” the man replied. “It seems we aren’t the only ones who want to find our unwelcome guest.” 
 
    A human man stepped away from the others and offered a deep bow. His long blond hair trickled over his shoulder as he leaned forward, and his chocolate brown eyes were determined. He wore a simple brown robe with a belt around his waist. A sword dangled from the belt, and he kept his hand on the hilt as he approached me. 
 
    “Lord Evan, my name is Zane,” the man introduced himself. “We heard about the intruder from the farmers, and we want to help.” 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, Zane, but we don’t need a half-cocked mob running around Hatra,” I replied. “That could end up being just as dangerous as the person who broke in.” 
 
    “We understand your concern, my lord, but we love this city,” he argued, and his brown eyes burned with determination. “I don’t think any of us are okay with sitting by and hoping some stranger doesn’t ruin it for all of us. We’ve poured our lives into our home here.” 
 
    “My love, we could use their help,” Alyona murmured next to me. 
 
    “Hmm.” I turned to the princess and guided her away from the citizens. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The city has expanded since we left for the campaign,” Alyona explained as she chewed on her lower lip. “It may be beneficial to have people with us who have been here for a while and may know a few things we don’t.” 
 
    “Milady makes a good point,” Laika agreed with a firm nod. “We only know what Hatra had when we left. It’s clearly grown in the past few months, and there are more people as well. We may not even recognize the intruder without their help if he or she is trying to blend in.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “I didn’t even think about that.” 
 
    “So, I think we should include the citizens in the discussion for how to proceed,” Alyona continued. “And their commitment to Hatra should be praised.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” I agreed before I turned back to face the growing crowd. “Okay, we don’t know anything about the person who broke in except we suspect he or she has the use of magic.” 
 
    A few of the people gasped, while many faces became set with determination. 
 
    “Why do you believe that, my lord?” Zane wondered. 
 
    “I built that wall myself with magic,” I replied. “It was very thick, and the intruder broke through it with very little sound in a short period of time. I don’t see anyone being able to do that without a spell, so it’s most likely a mage.” 
 
    Then I realized something I missed, and I wanted to smack myself as I turned back to my women. 
 
    “What is it?” Aaliyah whispered. 
 
    “A mage,” I muttered. “Like the one who escaped from Lexavo this morning.” 
 
    “You think he came here?” Laika asked as her gray eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Why?” 
 
    “If he realized I was a dragon, he could have put two and two together,” I replied. “They disappeared, so I couldn’t tell which direction they were going. They could have been headed to Hatra, and since we stayed in Lexavo longer, they could’ve beaten us here.” 
 
    “Then it is vital that we capture him,” Aaliyah growled, and she flashed her long fangs. 
 
    “And we can split into groups as we did in Kana,” Naomi suggested. “It worked out well then.” 
 
    “Yeah, good idea,” I agreed. “And we’ll take these ones out, too.” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” Laika’s ears flattened against her head, and her steely eyes narrowed. 
 
    I nodded as I spun back around to the citizens, and I saw they had scooted closer together as they talked in low voices. 
 
    “We’re going to divide into search groups,” I announced, and everyone turned to face me again. “But first, we need to figure out the most likely places for someone to hide out. Any thoughts?” 
 
    “The buildings just south of the fields are under construction,” a female voice called out. “That could be a good place.” 
 
    “Or the tavern, since it doesn’t open until the evening,” another voice suggested. 
 
    “We have a tavern?” I chuckled. 
 
    “And a vineyard,” Zane added and then raised a finger. “Which reminds me, the vineyard was just harvested, so the workers are likely not set to return for a couple months.” 
 
    “Sounds like we already have a few good places to look,” I said. “So, we have about sixty of you, plus the six of us. Let’s go in six groups with one of us and two guild warriors in each one. We don’t want to leave anyone unprotected, and we can all communicate with each other. If we don’t find anything or anyone, meet back here in one hour.” 
 
    The crowd began to murmur to each other as they divided up into the groups, and then they stood at intervals in the gazebo to wait for my next instructions. 
 
    “Where would you like me to go?” Aaliyah asked as she flexed her claws. 
 
    “You can take a group to the vineyard,” I replied. “I’m sure someone can show you where it is.” 
 
    “We can,” Zane offered, and he motioned for his group to follow him and Aaliyah toward the vineyard. 
 
    “I’ll take a group to the fields,” Naomi volunteered as she waved one search party over. “I don’t know where any of the other places are.” 
 
    The lizard led them away from the pavilion, and I watched her hips sway beneath her black robe with a yearning to add her to the family. 
 
    Then I shook my head to focus on the search and glanced over the other groups that remained. 
 
    “I can lead a group to the tavern,” Nallen suggested. “I know where it is, and we can search the shops around it as well.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “Alyona, you can go with them.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the princess said before she joined Nallen and led the next group away. 
 
    “The rest of us need to search other areas in case there was something we didn’t think of,” I decided. “Miraya, you take a group south toward the archives. Laika, another group should go to the houses. Knock on doors and see if anyone has seen someone suspicious around.” 
 
    “On it,” the wolf said, and Miraya nodded in agreement. 
 
    The women took their groups and headed out toward their search areas, and I turned to the last group and saw Saxon was one of the warriors who remained. The snake Demi-Human rolled his shoulders and popped his neck, and I could tell he was ready for another fight. 
 
    “We’re going to search the area between here and the Lunar Palace,” I stated. “Anything that looks out of place, I need to know immediately. I don’t want anyone to be in danger.” 
 
    The search party mumbled a few agreements and nodded their heads, and then we set out for our search area. We spread out across the walkway and peered into the windows of every building. A few people walked into the masonry and looked around the shop, while others spread even further to look around the outside of each building. 
 
    As we continued, I noticed a greenhouse just ahead of us, and the door was swinging open. So, I motioned for Saxon to follow me, and we crept into the building. A light breeze blew in through the open windows at the top of the greenhouse, and the plants inside slowly waved back and forth. I pointed to the right side for Saxon, and I continued to the left. Then we walked up and down the aisles until we met in the middle. 
 
    “Nothing?” I whispered. 
 
    “No.” Saxon shook his head, and his forked tongue poked out of his mouth. “I don’t even smell anyone here, but I think there might have been earlier.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I wondered. 
 
    “Come look,” he muttered, and I followed the snake over to the other side of the room. 
 
    A stack of boxes had been knocked over, and several potted plants were on the ground with their pots shattered into pieces. 
 
    “Two pots on the ground, but three empty places,” I murmured. “Do you think someone was trying to cover up what they took?” 
 
    “That’s what it looks like to me,” Saxon agreed. 
 
    “Any idea what it was?” I asked as I squatted down to examine the remaining pots. 
 
    “No, my lord,” the snake hissed. “But I’m sure Miss LeCroix will know.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” I wondered. 
 
    “She owns this greenhouse,” he replied. “I didn’t see her in any of the search parties, so she’s probably at the market.” 
 
    “Then I’ll finish with our search party, and you can go find her,” I decided. “Have her look over all her plants and see what’s missing.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Saxon said with a nod before he scurried out of the greenhouse. 
 
    I followed him outside and then turned in the opposite direction to continue the search. A few of the citizens had ventured to the next building and knocked on the door. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked as I joined two human women and a wolf Demi-Human man at the door. 
 
    “It’s a haberdashery,” one of the women answered as she rapped on the door again. “The guys who own the shop keep odd hours, though. No one ever knows when they’re going to be open.” 
 
    “Seems odd,” I murmured and reached for the handle. 
 
    “It’s locked,” the wolf-man said with a frown. “And we can’t see anyone through the windows.” 
 
    “Okay, they may just not be open,” I replied. “The other group can talk with them at home.” 
 
    The trio nodded, and we moved on to the next few buildings. Nothing was out of place, though, and no one else had seen anything odd. We made our way to the storage shed next to the Lunar Palace, but then Saxon sprinted over with a chocolate-skinned woman waddling along behind him. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” he shouted as he skidded to a stop in front of me, and the woman stopped at the greenhouse. “The greenhouse isn’t the only place that got broken into.” 
 
    “Is anyone hurt?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Saxon replied. “Everyone is fine, but a few things were stolen from shops near the market.” 
 
    “Okay.” I turned back to the citizens who had just finished searching the storage building. “Let’s meet back at the pavilion.” 
 
    Everyone gathered around and walked toward the large gazebo. As we arrived, I noticed Alyona, Miraya, and Naomi’s groups were already back, and Aaliyah’s search party walked up behind us. 
 
    “Laika said they’re almost done,” Saxon advised and tapped a necklace that dangled from his scaly throat. “Only a few more houses, and then they’ll be back.” 
 
    “Okay, for now, let’s go over what we found,” I said. “Where is Miss LeCroix?” 
 
    “I’m here, Lord Evan,” a female voice answered from behind me. 
 
    I turned to see the dark-skinned woman from before. She was even shorter than Saxon and wide set with a lilting accent that reminded me of the deep South back on Earth. Her long dark hair was twisted into dreadlocks, but her eyes caught my attention. They were bright orange, like a fire burned behind them. 
 
    “Miss LeCroix, did you look at the greenhouse?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” she confirmed. “You have an astute eye. The missing plant was a Bolingara. I only had the one, so I know that’s what is gone.” 
 
    “Is it rare?” I wondered. 
 
    “Not particularly.” Miss LeCroix shrugged. “I only had one because I’ve only just started the greenhouse a few months ago. It would have sprouted more seeds that I could plant later.” 
 
    “Does it hold a value of any sort?” I pushed. “Does it taste good? Why the hell would someone want it?” 
 
    “It can be used in a number of things,” she answered patiently. “Balms, lotions, spices, the list could go on.” 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed and calmed myself down. “We need to look at the big picture. What else was taken?” 
 
    “Nothing from the vineyards,” Aaliyah answered, and she frowned as her tail lashed back and forth with irritation. 
 
    “Nor from the archives,” Miraya added. 
 
    “The bakery had a few spices missing,” Alyona said as her brow furrowed in thought. “Cinnamon and oregano, according to Arthur.” 
 
    “And two chickens were taken from the livery,” Nallen added. 
 
    “Soooo, our intruder is cooking up a dinner for two with a fancy flower?” I grunted. “This is insane.” 
 
    “No,” Alyona gasped suddenly. “He’s concocting a spell.” 
 
    “A transport spell?” Naomi asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “I believe so,” the princess agreed. 
 
    “You believe what?” Laika asked as she jogged up with her group in tow. “Nothing weird in the housing district so far.” 
 
    “I believe the mage is creating a transport spell,” Alyona replied. 
 
    “Oh, that’s odd.” The wolf warrior’s tail swished around behind her as her eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    “Okay, someone loop me in,” I said. “What’s a transport spell?” 
 
    “It’s like a portal, except it only works one time and in one direction,” Alyona explained. 
 
    “He already got in,” I argued. “Why would he need that now?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she mused. “But we need to find him before he finds the last ingredient.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Blood from a willing creature of the water,” Naomi answered as she narrowed her amber eyes. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I paced back and forth. “What water creature could be willing to donate some blood?” 
 
    “It can be a Demi-Human,” Alyona said softly. “As long as he or she willingly gives up their blood, it would work for the spell.” 
 
    “Okay, we have to warn everyone,” I decided. “Anyone who could be considered a creature of water needs to be accounted for, and we will implement a buddy system for them until we find the mage.” 
 
    “Buddy system?” Aaliyah cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “Yeah, like, all of the water creatures go somewhere with a buddy,” I explained. “They shouldn’t be by themselves.” 
 
    “We should hold a city meeting,” Alyona suggested. “Then we can tell everyone what they need to do to stay safe.” 
 
    “Let’s do that,” I agreed. “What’s the quickest way to tell everyone to get here in the next thirty minutes?” 
 
    “What about messengers?” Naomi wondered. “Can you send them to everyone?” 
 
    “I’ve never tried.” I rubbed my chin as I considered it. “Might as well give it a go.” 
 
    “Yes, I think it will work!” Alyona grinned. 
 
    “Alright,” I said and conjured the messenger dragon in my palm. “Tell all the citizens of Hatra to come to the Smoky Pavilion immediately by the order of Lord Evan.” 
 
    The silvery messenger dipped its head and then seemed to explode as hundreds of the sterling creatures flew out of my palm and into the city. Several hovered close by and repeated the message for the citizens who stood with us in the gazebo. It was weird to hear my voice come out of the tiny beasts in front of us, and then they disappeared in a puff of smoke. 
 
    “I guess it’s working,” I chuckled and then turned to Nallen and Saxon. “Tell Pyotr what we’ve figured out so far, then keep searching. We need to find this mage immediately.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Nallen replied with a deep bow before he spoke into the armband on his wrist. “Pyotr, we must not let any water creatures walk alone. We are continuing the search, and I will keep you updated.” 
 
    The two men hurried over to the rest of the warriors, and then all of them took off out of the gazebo. 
 
    I led my women to the long table at the end of the pavilion and motioned for everyone to sit down. Then I sat in the middle chair facing our growing audience, since it seemed people had already received the message and were headed to the meeting. I was glad to see they took it seriously, and I hoped they would take the buddy system seriously, too. Not only did I not want anyone to be in danger, but I also didn’t want the mage to get what he needed, even if we didn’t know what he needed it for just yet. 
 
    “What are we going to do if they don’t find him?” Laika asked. “They’re skilled warriors, but searching for people is a different skill set.” 
 
    “What about another locating spell?” I asked. “It worked in Kana.” 
 
    “It worked to find the relic, not the mage,” Alyona pointed out. “We could look for another one, though. Our archives here are even more expansive than Lady Naomi’s.” 
 
    “You have more books?” The lizard mage perked up with interest. 
 
    “The archives will take your breath away,” the princess replied and grinned. 
 
    “We’ll go there as soon as the meeting is over,” I decided. 
 
    Alyona and Naomi smiled at each other excitedly, and we all turned to face the crowd as Ruslan, Julia, and Eleanor made their way to the table. 
 
    “What happened?” Julia asked, and her eyes shone with concern. 
 
    “I’ll announce it to everyone at once,” I replied. “We haven’t found him yet, but we will. We have a plan. Where’s Valerra?” 
 
    “She didn’t want to leave the eggs with the intruder loose.” Ruslan frowned. “It’s probably for the best.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. I hated not having my dragon mate by my side, but we had to keep Junior and my dragon-niece or nephew in-law safe. 
 
    “I believe everyone is here, my lord,” Zane said as he strolled through the crowd. “Cia said the fields are clear, and that’s the furthest place from here.” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied and stood up from the table to get the people’s attention. “My people, I’m sure you’ve heard by now that someone has broken into the city. We have yet to find this person, but we have reason to believe he’s in search of a water creature.” 
 
    Gasps rippled through the crowd, and I watched as looks of fear were shared among many Demi-Humans. 
 
    “What does he want with us?” a man asked. 
 
    Before I could answer, he pushed his way to the front of the crowd, and I got a good look at a frog Demi-Human. His eyes were huge and dark, and his mouth stretched across his wide face. His voice was thick, too, as though he was speaking through a wad of paper. 
 
    “If we’re right, he needs your blood,” I answered honestly. “The catch is it has to be willingly given.” 
 
    “Well, let’s just give him some, so he’ll leave!” the man croaked. 
 
    Agreements were muttered through the crowd. 
 
    “That is out of the question,” I boomed, and the man took a slight step back. “We don’t know what he wants it for, but he broke into our city to get it. The point of this meeting is not to frighten anyone. It is to keep you informed and safe. We will be requiring all water creatures to travel with a buddy. Are there any questions?” 
 
    No one said anything, and the silence was deafening. 
 
    “Please return to your homes, and only leave when absolutely necessary,” Alyona added as she stood up beside me. “We want to keep everyone safe, and we will let you know the moment the intruder has been captured.” 
 
    The murmurs erupted again as the crowd dispersed to the housing area. 
 
    “You think that will work?” I muttered. “That frog guy pissed me off with his suggestion.” 
 
    “He’s only trying to think of something we hadn’t,” the princess replied as she squeezed my arm. “We all have ways to keep Hatra safe. Now, let’s move on to the next part of our way.” 
 
    “Of course, princess,” I said as I leaned down and pressed a kiss to her lips. 
 
    Then we rose from the table and headed for the archives. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    We walked together toward the archives Laika and I had accidentally discovered when I’d first arrived in Hatra. It was a bit of an Alice in Wonderland moment when we went into a big hole in the ground, but it led to a really amazing place that had eventually given me the Sword of Healing and a connection to my grandfather, Tristan. 
 
    We followed the large marble steps down the spiral staircase that would lead us into the main part of the archives. The hidden library was the home of thousands of books from bestiaries to spells to history. I was a little surprised it wasn’t the mage’s target when he broke into the city, but maybe he didn’t know about it. This was a good thing, too, because I’d like to keep the archives a secret forever. 
 
    As we entered the giant library, I was awestruck again by its size. Columns soared above us to touch a bluestone ceiling covered in sparkling stars to look like the night sky. The rows and rows of books hummed with energy, and I could feel their power in my bones. The mosaic-tiled floor seemed to shimmer with movement from the designs etched into the pearly tiles. One featured a fish swimming in water, and another showed a horse running through a field, and the tiles wavered in the light from the enchanted lanterns that lined the immense blue walls. It smelled so fresh and airy, it was easy to forget we were underground. 
 
    “It seems the barrier has held up well,” the princess mused and touched one of the intricately carved columns lovingly. 
 
    “Of course, my lady,” Laika chuckled. “You created it.” 
 
    “Ohh, hush,” Alyona tutted with a blush. 
 
    “So, what are we looking for?” I asked as I traced a row of books with my finger. Not a single speck of dust flew into the air, though it had been months since anyone was in here. 
 
    “First, we need to find the spell books,” Alyona replied. “I remember some of them being down this hallway.” 
 
    We followed the princess down another row lined with books, and I could hear Naomi’s gasps of surprise and awe at every section we passed. Her collection in Kana was impressive, but it was nothing like this. The archives contained centuries of collections kept by those who ran Hatra, and it was an immense amount of knowledge. After a few minutes, we walked by my favorite room, the one only I could enter as the Lord of Hatra. It was the place where I’d inadvertently traveled back in time and met my grandfather, Tristan. I’d warned him of the incoming danger of the miasma, which was likely why the city wasn’t completely destroyed. 
 
    Alyona turned left past the door with my family’s sigil and glided down another hallway, and the ceiling here was filled with more constellations and paintings of the three moons. It was so lifelike, I could almost feel the night breeze as we followed the princess to her destination. 
 
    “Aha!” Alyona cried out as she reached for a shelf. “These are the books I found before. They have a wide variety of spells, so it may take some time to find the right one.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Naomi breathed as she opened one of the books, and the lizard mage thumbed through the pages with her mouth open in shock. “This is incredible.” 
 
    “Just remember, you can come in here whenever,” I chuckled. “Right now, we should focus on finding our little friend.” 
 
    “Oh, right!” Naomi began to skim the pages of her text in search of the spell before she looked up at me. “Wait, I can come here again later?” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a cheeky grin. “Why couldn’t you?” 
 
    “Well, I just thought, ah…” the lizard Demi-Human trailed off as her cheeks began to blush the same color as her scales. 
 
    “Yes?” I prodded. 
 
    “I just thought it was only for the Lord’s family, that’s all,” she finally mumbled. 
 
    “It’s something like that,” I replied with a wink. 
 
    Naomi’s face twitched into a semblance of a smile before she returned to her book.  
 
    The other women were already nose-deep in the texts as we searched for a way to find the mage who had invaded our city, so I followed their lead and grabbed a book to search. I was glad to be helpful, but I wasn’t as experienced with magic and spells as the others, so I wasn’t sure how helpful I really was.  
 
    Then I had another idea. 
 
    “Keep looking,” I said as I slid the book back onto the shelf. “Miraya, you come with me.” 
 
    “Okay,” the spirit agreed, though she looked confused. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To get a little help.” I walked back down the hall and turned toward the door with my family crest. “I think you’ll have to go back into my spiritual sea to get past the sigil.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll have to be a part of you,” Miraya answered and then disappeared. 
 
    I could sense her pure presence enter my spiritual sea, and a feeling of power washed over me as her magic combined with the Sword of Hatra once more. 
 
    I traced the images of a solar system on the doors with my finger, and I was entranced by the image of a dragon hiding behind the clouds. Then I shook my head, pushed the doors open, and walked inside the huge room with blue marbled walls that sparkled like more stars. The moonstone statues gleamed in the light as I sauntered into the room past each of my ancestors. I passed by Jovan, Shoqueran, and Ziran, and they stood in royal stances as though they’d just won a huge battle. Our family had a habit of naming the males with “-an” at the end of their names, and I just happened to blend right in. 
 
    I made my way further down the aisle until I came to the familiar fox Demi-Human statue of my grandfather. I studied the ivory-colored features of Ruslan’s father, and I pictured them in their true bright reds and greens. 
 
    “I don’t know if you can hear me,” I murmured. “I’m just starting to lose my patience with this search, and I want to find the mage and get him out of my city.” 
 
    He will come, Miraya’s voice echoed inside my head. 
 
    Before I could respond, a hazy version of Tristan’s statue appeared in front of me, and then it began to shift and stretch as my grandfather seemed to awaken from a nap. 
 
    “Evan, grandson, I sense a great shift in your power,” Tristan hummed as his transparent, ghost-like form solidified a bit. “You have won an important battle.” 
 
    “Indeed, sir,” I confirmed. “I defeated the spirits of the Celestial Triad.” 
 
    “And assimilated their powers?” Tristan raised his foxy eyebrows and then grinned. “Impressive, just like your grandfather.” 
 
    “Although, hopefully, this one is a bit humbler,” another voice boomed down the hallway and laughed. 
 
    I whipped around to see another fox Demi-Human, though he was almost as tall as me. His furry tail whipped around behind him as he trotted toward us, and as he got closer, I could see his eyes twinkled with his devilish grin. It was hard to pick out the rest of his features since he was a spirit just like Tristan, but I somehow knew his name already. 
 
    “Vayan, my attitude matches my skill,” Tristan laughed. “You should know, you taught me well.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Vayan agreed. “My own son often outmatched me in my older years.” 
 
    “Like once you turned six hundred?” I joked. 
 
    “Exactly!” the elder fox cackled. “You are most certainly one of our own, though I do not recall a dragon in our genealogy.” 
 
    “I’m a little bit of a unique addition,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Tristan agreed with a grin. “Now, what have you come to speak with us for? Is there a problem in Hatra?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered as I remembered my purpose. “Someone broke in through one of the city walls, and I think it’s a mage, but I don’t know why he’s here. I need to find him.” 
 
    “You already know how to find him,” Vayan replied. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be in here if I did, sir,” I countered, though I kept my cool. “We have been scouring spell books down here, but I wondered if there wasn’t an easier way.” 
 
    “I don’t say that to be coy or sage,” the elder fox said with a frown. “I mean, as the current Noble of the Sword, you have already gained all our knowledge. I assume that’s how you knew who I was. We won’t be able to share anything with you that you do not already know, but you will need to access it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I murmured. “So, how do I access it?” 
 
    “Ask Miraya,” Tristan suggested. “The spirit of the sword is your guide.” 
 
    I have an idea, my lord, Miraya whispered. 
 
    “She thinks she has something,” I told the foxes. 
 
    “She?” Vayan asked with a surprised expression. “Why, the spirit always appeared to me as a warrior.” 
 
    “And to me as a wise old man,” Tristan added. 
 
    “Oh yeah, she told me she can take whatever form the noble would be comfortable with,” I said. “At first, she was a little boy to me. Now, she’s a very beautiful woman, and she’s part of my harem.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Vayan breathed. “Well, what’s her idea?” 
 
    You’ll have to come to your spiritual sea, Miraya advised me. I’ll have to show it to you. 
 
    “I’m going to meditate for a little while,” I said and added in my best Terminator voice, “I’ll be back.” 
 
    The foxes looked at each other and shrugged as I took a seat on the floor and called out to my spiritual sea. Then I closed my eyes for a moment, and when I opened them, I sat on the beach with Miraya standing over me. Her white dress billowed around her legs in the breeze to reveal her pristine creamy skin, and I had to dampen my racing thoughts to focus on her idea. 
 
    “Come on!” the spirit exclaimed before she took off running toward the mountain. 
 
    “Ah, okay,” I replied and rose from the sand to sprint after her. 
 
    We reached the base of the mountain, and she veered right instead of left toward the spirits’ cave. Then we chugged along for a few minutes in silence before Miraya finally slowed down and pointed. 
 
    Straight ahead of us, a forest climbed out of the mossy grass and towered overhead. The trees weren’t as wide as the redwoods on my core island, but they were as tall as skyscrapers, and their trunks were made of vivid rainbow colors. I walked closer and touched a neon yellow trunk, and the bark seemed to glow under my touch. Then I continued past it and put my hand against a green trunk that glowed as well. 
 
    “What is this place?” I wondered. 
 
    “Videnia,” Miraya sighed. “The knowledge.” 
 
    “Has this always been here?” I asked as I continued to walk along the path. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “Videnia is a fickle thing. I just had a feeling it would be here since you needed it.” 
 
    “Is it the forest?” I reached out and touched another glowing tree. 
 
    “Kind of,” the spirit hedged. “I helped you get here, but you have to figure out the rest on your own.” 
 
    “So, you’re not going with me?” I turned to see she’d stopped a few steps behind me. 
 
    “I’ll be right here once you’ve found your answers,” Miraya replied with a smile. 
 
    “Okay,” I murmured before I turned back around and continued into the forest, or Videnia, or whatever I was headed for. 
 
    After a few minutes of walking, I reached a clearing. It was a perfect circle among the trees, and another circle appeared in the dirt ahead of me. I didn’t think I had much to worry about in my own spiritual sea, but I walked toward it with caution and kept my eyes on the trees around me. 
 
    As soon as I stepped into the dirt circle, a dark curtain seemed to drop from the sky around me. Before I could react, the curtain lit up with glowing boxes filled with letters and numbers that shifted and changed like running code on a computer. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered as I watched the screens change and flutter. 
 
    The scene reminded me of the landing page on a video game, the section where you can change your character and loadout and get information on your next mission in the game. Then the screens stopped moving and settled on one image. It was my dragon form, and it stretched halfway around the curtain. It almost looked like I was in flight as the curtains waved in the light breeze. I reached out to touch one of my wings, and the image shifted again to reveal dozens of boxes. Each one featured a name, and as I looked closer, I recognized the names as my ancestors whose moonstone statues currently surrounded my physical body. 
 
    “No way,” I breathed. 
 
    I tapped on Tristan’s name, and the box opened to reveal hundreds, maybe even thousands, of still frames. I touched one of the images, and a video began to play. It was as if I watched from my grandfather’s point of view, and I could see the moment he found me in the statue room of the archives. The Sword of Healing was pressed into my back, and I heard my own voice as I told him that I carried the blood of Hatra el Shamash. 
 
    “So, I can watch their memories?” I murmured. “But how do I find the one about locating a mage?” 
 
    As soon as the words came out of my mouth, the video stopped, and the still frames whooshed past in a frenzy before landing on a different scene. In this memory, Tristan walked through a forest, and I could sense an army of warriors walking behind him. He held the Sword of Hatra out in front of him, and another man crept up beside him. 
 
    “Lord Tristan,” the man whispered. “I think I know how we can find the one you seek.” 
 
    “Your tricks did not work last time, Mertel,” Tristan replied under his breath. “We need actual magic to defeat the mage.” 
 
    “I found a spell, my lord,” Mertel hissed. “I know it will help.” 
 
    “What is it?” my grandfather asked as he looked directly at his companion. 
 
    I could finally see Mertel’s face, though some of it was hidden in the shadow of his hood. He had some kind of scarring, maybe from burns, and it covered the skin I could see. His eyes were a pale green, though, and he looked sickly, like the life was almost drained out of him. 
 
    “It’s a Trovar spell, my lord.” Mertel pulled a journal from a pouch on his belt and flipped to a handwritten spell. “I wrote it myself.” 
 
    I tried to peer at the letters in the man’s scrawl, but Tristan looked back up to the forest. 
 
    “Are you sure it will work?” the fox asked. “We can’t lose him again.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m certain,” Mertel insisted. 
 
    “Then do it,” Tristan commanded as he lifted a hand to stop the army from continuing through the trees. 
 
    Mertel nodded and began his spell. As the man muttered the magical words, I could feel cold air surrounding Tristan and his men as puffs of warm air became visible with their breathing. 
 
    “What is happening, my lord?” one of the soldiers shouted. 
 
    “It’s working!” Mertel exclaimed. “We must follow the warmth, my lord.” 
 
    Tristan grunted and moved forward through the forest. As he walked, I could feel a slight change in temperature every once in a while, and he turned toward the warmer air until it was almost comfortable again. 
 
    “We’re close,” Mertel hissed. 
 
    The heat was noticeable now, and it almost throbbed with warm energy as the group weaved through the trees. 
 
    “Spread out!” Tristan directed the troops, and the men behind him dispersed into the trees to search for their target. 
 
    The video faded back into the still frame, and I shook my head to get my bearings. I swiped my hand across the curtain, and it showed the beginning boxes with family names again. I could watch hours of my ancestors’ memories, and it took a lot of willpower to step out of the circle to save the videos for later. As soon as I put my foot outside the circle, the curtain lifted, and I stood in the rainbow forest again. Then I turned and sprinted back through the trees to the place where Miraya stood waiting for me. 
 
    “That was badass,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Videnia showed you what you needed, then?” the spirit asked as her lips curled up into a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, we have to get back now,” I answered. “I know exactly what they need to use. Come with me. I’m already in the room, so you should be fine.” 
 
    “If you say so, my lord,” Miraya agreed. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, we were back in the hall of moonstone statues. Tristan and Vayan paced back and forth in their ethereal forms, and they both stopped and looked at us with utter shock when we returned. 
 
    “I can see now why you prefer this beautiful form,” Vayan murmured approvingly as his gaze dragged over Miraya. 
 
    “Yes, my grandson has good taste,” Tristan chuckled. “For a dragon, you sure are just as sly as a fox. Did you find what you needed?” 
 
    “Yeah, Miraya’s idea worked,” I replied. “Now, I need to go tell the others what spell to look for.” 
 
    “Well, off with you, then!” Tristan shooed me away. “We’ll always be here if you need us.” 
 
    “Thanks, Gramps,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Gramps?” Vayan sounded bewildered as Miraya and I sprinted out of the big blue doors. 
 
    We rounded the corner and jogged down the hall to where the other women had piles of books surrounding them on the floor. 
 
    “We found it!” I exclaimed as they all looked up at us in surprise. 
 
    “Found the spell?” Alyona asked with a raised eyebrow. “Where?” 
 
    “Long story, but you need to find a journal from a man named Mertel,” I advised them. “It has a spell called the Trovar spell, and we can use it to find where the intruder is hiding.” 
 
    “Okayyyy,” Aaliyah drawled and stood up to look through the shelves. “What does the journal look like?” 
 
    “Brown and kind of small.” I held up my hands to show the size. “It’s all handwritten since he wrote his own spells.” 
 
    “Wait, did you say Mertel?” Naomi asked as she slid a pile of texts to the side. “I saw that name a while ago.” 
 
    “Here!” Laika grabbed the journal I recalled from Tristan’s memory and held it up. 
 
    “That’s it!” I gasped. 
 
    Laika handed the journal to Alyona, and the princess began to thumb through the pages. 
 
    “Found it!” she called out. “But I’ll have to modify it a little.” 
 
    “Why?” I wondered as I strode closer and looked at the spell with her. 
 
    “Well, reading over this, I don’t think Mertel was exactly a mage,” Alyona murmured. “It looks like he was more likely a Pyro.” 
 
    “He liked fires?” I asked as I remembered the scarring across his face. “He did have a lot of burn scars.” 
 
    “Not just that he liked fires, but his magic was born of it,” Alyona explained. “In most cases, a Pyro should have died in a fire, but instead of taking their life, the fire imbues its power in them. He probably wrote his own spells because typical magic doesn’t work the same as Pyro magic.” 
 
    “So, can you use it?” I peered over her shoulder at the words strewn across the page in the Pyro’s messy handwriting. 
 
    “Yes, I just have to use my pure magic,” she replied. “Lady Naomi can help me with rewording it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a sigh. “As long as it works.” 
 
    Alyona smiled and pulled out a sheet of parchment from her spatial storage, along with a quill and inkwell. Then the two mages set to work. After about ten minutes, they had a new spell written out, and they leaned back to observe their product. 
 
    “I think we’ll need to use a map,” Naomi suggested. 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona agreed and pulled a map from her spatial storage. “We can use the new Trovar spell to find a place on here.” 
 
    The two rolled the map of Hatra out on the floor, and Laika and Aaliyah each grabbed a side to hold it down. Then Alyona and Naomi joined hands and began to murmur the words they’d written. As they spoke in unison, the map lit up as though a spotlight was underneath it, and then sections of the city dimmed one at a time. Finally, only one section remained lit, and I crouched next to the map to see what was left. 
 
    “The pavilion?” I asked in surprise. “We were just there.” 
 
    “It’s not just the pavilion,” Alyona said as she pointed around it. “There are several other buildings to the north that we didn’t check because they were open. When everyone came to the meeting, the intruder could have slipped inside any of them since we closed for the day after that.” 
 
    “Dammit!” I cursed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We quickly put the books back onto the shelves and headed down the hall to the marble stairs that would lead us to the surface. The sun had lowered in the sky, and it was odd to see no movement in the city in the late afternoon as we hurried through the empty market toward the Smoky Pavilion. 
 
    Before we reached the large gazebo, we hooked left to the buildings on the edge of the marketplace. 
 
    “Do you want us to split up and search the buildings?” Aaliyah asked as she eyed the deserted area. 
 
    “Not really,” I muttered. “If he can bust through that wall with his magic, I don’t want to put any of you at risk.” 
 
    “He’s already slipped by us once, my lord,” Miraya reminded me. “How will we find him if he keeps moving and we stick together?” 
 
    “I think I can narrow it down,” I mused as I considered my new abilities. “What if I shoot an arrow aimed for him? We could follow it straight to him.” 
 
    “Does it work when you don’t see your target?” Alyona wondered. 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out.” I smirked as I conjured my fiery bow and arrow. 
 
    Then I closed my eyes and pictured the mage I’d seen running from Lexavo this morning. Something told me that was exactly who we were looking for, and I pulled back the bowstring and released the arrow. 
 
    The fire projectile zoomed through the air and then veered around the first building, so I sprinted after it with my women right behind me. The arrow hummed as it flew and then stopped in mid-air in front of the door to the last building. It was small, maybe a tool shed or a storage building for one of the shops, and I knew there couldn’t be many places to hide inside. I signaled to the women before I threw the door open, and my arrow continued on its path into the room until I heard a howl of pain. 
 
    I ran into the room behind the arrow, and I found the mage with my projectile sticking out of his shoulder. Blood poured from the wound as he tried to put out the flames that had taken over his robe, and then he conjured a water orb in his hand and dumped it on himself. 
 
    The magic extinguished the flame, but the hole in his shoulder continued to bleed. He scowled at the damage to his arm and then looked up at me with rage in his green eyes. 
 
    “Stupid dragon!” he bellowed before he launched another watery orb at me. 
 
    “Stay back!” I called out to the women as I dodged the mage’s attack. “It’s too small in here!” 
 
    The water ball collided with the wall behind me, and it splashed down the surface with a sizzle as some kind of acid ate at the stone. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered as I turned back to see the mage rise to his feet and grip his injured arm. 
 
    I conjured my own fireball and threw it at the mage, but he created a water shield just before my magic could hit him. The fireball clashed into the watery defense and hissed as it seemed to melt away. 
 
    “You are no match for a water wizard!” the mage called out. “And you will pay for what you’ve done!” 
 
    Suddenly, a wall of water rose from the ground between us and then crashed like a wave over my head. For a moment, I was taken aback, but then I remembered my own ability to control water. So, I pushed the liquid away from my body and out the door in a river that flowed past my women, and the mage’s eyes widened in shock as the water disappeared from the room. 
 
    “You broke into my city!” I snarled. “And you have the balls to say I will pay?” 
 
    As I spoke, I called on my stone magic to pull the sand from the floor up the mage’s legs. He tried to move his feet, but the ground continued to rise over his legs to his waist. 
 
    “Your city?” the mage spat out as he tried to push the sand back down. “You are nothing!” 
 
    “I am the Lord of Hatra!” I roared as I bellowed flames onto the sand that crept up his body. “And you will soon be nothing but ashes!” 
 
    “At least I will have died avenging my family,” he hissed. “The family you stole from me.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I furrowed my brow. “I’ve never killed a family.” 
 
    “My son and my daughter!” the mage screeched. “Milo and Sila were my children, and you slaughtered them! So, I came to take your children. The news of your eggs has spread like wildfire, and I could avenge my children and sell your demon spawn!” 
 
    “Your children were thieves,” I sneered. “It looks like they learned from you, so who is really to blame here?” 
 
    The mage’s eyes widened even further, and the sand now reached his throat. His arms were pinned to his chest as he tried to struggle again, but he wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “I’ll have your head!” he gasped as I stopped the sand just underneath his chin. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I smirked, pulled the Sword of Hatra from my belt, and plunged the blade through the sand and into his chest. 
 
    As I yanked my weapon back, blood seeped from the wound and tinged the sand with a deep red. More blood leaked from the mage’s mouth before his eyes rolled back in his head, and then his body went limp. 
 
    I released the sandy prison, and the mage’s body fell to the floor in a heap at my feet. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Alyona called out from past the door. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, you can come in,” I replied as I nudged the mage’s body with my boot. “He’s dead.” 
 
    My women scurried into the tiny room and looked at the mage with curiosity. 
 
    “Who was he?” Laika asked as her gray wolf ears and tail twitched in time with each other. “He looks somewhat familiar.” 
 
    “He was Milo and Sila’s father,” I answered. “Apparently, he planned to steal my egg and sell it to avenge their deaths and make some money. Two birds with one stone, I suppose.” 
 
    “What a vile man.” Miraya scrunched up her nose. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “I’m going to drag his body outside and burn it. Then we can be done with this whole damn bandit family.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Laika volunteered and grabbed the mage’s legs. 
 
    I lifted his arms, and we carried him outside. Moments later, I set the corpse ablaze, and as the body burned, Alyona leaned against me and sighed. 
 
    “Good job with that spell,” I murmured and pressed my lips to her hair. “I don’t think we could’ve followed my arrow through the whole city.” 
 
    “Thank you, my love,” she replied and then smiled up at me. “Your search certainly made that happen, though. How did you find it, by the way?” 
 
    “So, you know that whole thing where I gained the knowledge of the previous Nobles of the Sword?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” She cocked her head to the side with curiosity. 
 
    “Well, Miraya showed me how to access it,” I explained. “It’s called Videnia.” 
 
    “It exists?” Alyona raised her eyebrows in surprise. “I’ve read about a theory of the knowledge that is passed down with the swords, but to know it exists is incredible!” 
 
    “Well, now you know,” I chuckled. “In my spiritual sea, it’s a whole forest with these neon-colored trees, and then I can watch my ancestors’ memories like a movie.” 
 
    “The story that moves, right?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that,” I laughed. “It was crazy, but super cool. I’m going to have to go back in sometime and watch more.” 
 
    “Are we ready?” Laika asked before Alyona could respond. “The body is done.” 
 
    I looked down to see the flames had almost disappeared, and only a large pile of ashes remained. 
 
    “Yep, we need to let everyone know it’s safe now,” I agreed. “Let’s get back to the palace, and we can send out messages from there.” 
 
    We made our way around the Smoky Pavilion and headed for the Lunar Palace. The giant gold dome loomed overhead, and I pushed open the doors to go inside. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods!” Julia gasped as she rushed into the great room. “You found the intruder? Where is he?” 
 
    “He won’t be bothering us again.” I smirked. “Where are Ruslan and Valerra?” 
 
    “Oh, they’re coming,” my mother giggled. 
 
    Before I could ask what she meant, I heard Valerra’s shrill voice echo from down the hall. 
 
    “You don’t need to have a party for everything!” the Crimson Dragon shrieked. 
 
    “My lady, it would raise the morale of the city!” Eleanor insisted as she chased Valerra into the room, and Ruslan and Emily trotted along behind them. 
 
    “Evan, I’m assuming you found the culprit?” Valerra raised a red eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” I chuckled. “So, it’s time to party?” 
 
    “No--” she snarled before Emily cut her off. 
 
    “Yay! Lord Evan agrees!” the brunette cheered. “We’ll spread the word!” 
 
    The two women scurried out the front door of the castle, and Ruslan’s laugh echoed throughout the great hall. 
 
    “Looks like we’re having another celebration tonight,” my father quipped. 
 
    “Yippee,” Valerra deadpanned. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll help you relax.” I winked at my dragon mate. 
 
    It was going to be a fun night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The band of birds played a cheerful song as everyone danced around the Smoky Pavilion, and one of the birds sang in a beautiful soprano, while two others strummed wooden guitars. The music echoed around the gazebo, and a variety of aromas filled the air as Forsythe and his cooks prepared the celebratory meal.  
 
    I sat at the long table with Julia and Ruslan, and I munched on a piece of sweet honey bread that melted on my tongue with every bite. I watched my women twirl around together on the dance floor while we waited for our dinner. Even Valerra danced with the other women, and her short red dress flared out to reveal her muscular thighs. No puffy sleeves this time, so I assumed she’d picked out her own dress. Her long red hair was free from fancy hairstyles, too, and it waved around behind her like a flag in the wind as she moved. 
 
    My dragon mate grinned over her shoulder at Laika, who wore a slim navy dress that scooped down her back and exposed her olive skin as her muscles rippled with every step. Her gray hair was twisted into a braid that flowed over her shoulder, and her bushy tail swayed with delight as she danced. She never strayed far from my fiancée, though, and Alyona intertwined her long ivory fingers with the wolf’s while they twisted and writhed together. 
 
    The princess’ robes looked like they were made of marble with white, gray, and violet swirls that accentuated her curvy body and dipped down into a V that exposed her ample cleavage and almost touched her bellybutton. Her stark white hair was tied back into a bun, while her raven forelocks curled in ringlets around her beautiful face. I watched as she threw her head back to laugh, and Aaliyah joined her with a roaring laugh that drowned out all the other noise for a moment. 
 
    The lion Demi-Human’s long canines shimmered in the light of the tiny magical orbs that decorated the pavilion, and she closed her mouth with a chuckle when she saw a dozen heads turn in her direction. Her dark blonde hair cascaded down her back in waves that contrasted sharply with her bright crimson dress. The bodice was tight and cupped her breasts, and the bottom ended at an angle that started at her hip and dropped to her lower thigh. The outfit showed off her athletic body, and I wasn’t surprised to see she’d already ditched her fancy shoes to dance barefoot. 
 
    Aaliyah wiggled and shimmied next to Naomi, who had finally seemed to relax a bit. She’d allowed Eleanor and Emily to style her magenta hair into waves that fell just below her ears and revealed most of her matching scales, while her black dress wrapped around her tailored physique like a glove. The dress ended just below her ass, and it sparkled in the light of the orbs like stars in the night sky. I finally got a good look at her long, sinewy legs, and my cock throbbed at the sight of her arms around Miraya. 
 
    The sword spirit was uncertain about how to dance, but the rest of my women pulled her closer as they all writhed together. Miraya’s long white hair was pulled back into a braid with little purple flowers woven into the pleat, and the flowers matched the violet dress she wore that dipped down between her full breasts and then flowed to the floor. Every few steps, though, a slit up to her thigh revealed her creamy white skin, and I had a hard time figuring out if my growing hunger was for dinner or for my women. 
 
    I didn’t get a chance to decide before Forsythe’s staff appeared with dozens of trays of food. Everyone made their way to the tables as the servants set out the dinner, and I inhaled a deep breath of the savory aromas. Several trays featured roasted duck seasoned with garlic and honey, and the birds were still steaming as the juices rolled down into a puddle underneath them. Then came huge bowls of freshly cooked corn with butter and pepper, as well as a few large salads with some kind of creamy yellow dressing. Strawberry and blueberry trays were piled high with the fruits, in addition to some sweet-smelling fruit I hadn’t seen before.  
 
    I’d have to ask Forsythe about all these new foods, but I’d worry about that later. 
 
    Then the servants came back around and filled our mugs with a fruity red wine. It smelled like grapes and frosting, and my women practically chugged it down as we loaded up our plates. I took a sip of the wine, and even I drank enough for the servants to refill my mug before they returned to the kitchen to bring out some rolls and sweet butter. 
 
    “What is this wine?” I asked the head chef. 
 
    “Oh, it’s a new concoction from our very own vineyard,” Forsythe replied with a sparkling grin. “Do you like it, my lord?” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” I answered. “I’m usually a beer guy, but this is good.” 
 
    “Ah, thank you, my lord,” the deer Demi-Human chuckled. “We will make our next project an ale for you.” 
 
    “That would be awesome,” I said and grinned back before I took another swig of the fruity wine. 
 
    Forsythe dipped his head and returned to the kitchen as we began to eat.  
 
    The duck was tender and juicy, and I chewed each bite slowly as I savored all the flavors. It was rare when we weren’t in a rush or worried about some enemy or another, so it was nice to relax and just enjoy the moment. It seemed each of my women felt the same way, too, as they ate and chatted together. I listened long enough to hear they were discussing the outfits they’d almost chosen for tonight, and I quickly lost interest. If I had my way, they’d all be naked. The thought sent my blood south, and then my mother interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “It seems Lady Naomi is becoming closer with the other ladies,” Julia observed quietly. 
 
    “She is,” I agreed and readjusted my trousers. “She’s fought me for a couple weeks now, but she’s coming around.” 
 
    “She will make a wonderful addition to the family,” my mother murmured as she took another bite of her salad. 
 
    “Yeah, she will,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Soon, I assume?” Julia teased, and her blue eyes sparkled with mirth. 
 
    “Not soon enough.” I smirked and looked over at the lizard mage. 
 
    Her mouth was spread in a wide smile as she giggled at something Laika said, and the magenta-haired woman took another drink from her mug. Eventually, one of the servants decided to stand close enough to refill the ladies’ drinks, since they emptied them every few minutes. 
 
    By the time everyone was finished with dinner, the three moons of Inati had risen, and the band moved from the slow songs back to the upbeat dancing tunes. The people of Hatra danced around the pavilion, and I sat back and watched everything with a smile. Humans, Demi-Humans, Asurans, a Mesic, and who knows what else happily thrived together, and I could feel the pride swell in my chest at the families growing in my city. 
 
    I turned my gaze to my women, and I chuckled as Naomi hopped around in a clearly drunken dance move that sent the other women into a fit of giggles. They had all enjoyed several cups of the homemade wine, but it appeared Naomi was the lightweight of the group. 
 
    So, I rose from my chair and made my way over to the dance floor, and as I approached the women, Naomi whirled around with a laugh and stumbled forward. I caught the lizard Demi-Human with a smile, and her cheeks darkened at the touch. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, my lord,” she mumbled. “I didn’t mean to--” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” I replied as I guided her away from the dance floor. “I think you may need some fresh air.” 
 
    “I think so,” Naomi agreed with a slight hiccup. 
 
    “You liked the wine?” I chuckled. 
 
    “It’s veeeeery good,” she slurred and then giggled. 
 
    We walked arm-in-arm down the steps of the Smoky Pavilion and onto the streets of Hatra. At first, we walked in silence, and the sounds of the crickets and other nocturnal creatures soon drowned out the fading music of the bird band. Then Naomi hiccupped again, and I tried to stifle a laugh. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” she announced with another hiccup. “I do believe your people have given me a new experience.” 
 
    “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Inebriation,” she replied as she gripped my forearm. “It is quite exhilarating, really. But, in fact, there are many things in this world I have never experienced.” 
 
    “Like what?” Now, my interest was piqued. Drunk Naomi was a much more open Naomi. 
 
    “Friendship, motherhood, unbridled fun and excitement,” the lizard mage said as she ticked them off on her fingers and then hesitated. 
 
    “What else?” I asked. 
 
    “True love,” she nearly whispered and looked up at the sky. “Sex.” 
 
    “Hold up.” I came to a complete stop and realized we’d walked all the way to the gardens near the River Moonstone House. “You’ve never had sex? You said you preferred women, which implies you’ve tried both and picked a favorite.” 
 
    “I had no interest in men after what Gabriel did to my family,” she admitted as she averted her gaze. “I figured if he could turn on his own flesh and blood so easily, I could never expect commitment from any man, so I just never bothered.” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” I murmured as we continued walking into the garden. “You’ve never been with any man or woman?” 
 
    “I’ve kissed a woman.” Naomi shrugged. “It was alright. It was nothing like the passion I’ve seen…” 
 
    “Go on,” I prodded her. 
 
    “When you’re with your women,” she sighed. “The love and passion fill the room like nothing I’ve ever felt before. It’s like something out of the fairy tales I read as a child. I so desperately wanted to feel those things, I couldn’t help but watch…” 
 
    “I think you did more than watch,” I chuckled. “And it turned me on to see you pleasure yourself, to smell your desire as it mingled with mine and the other women’s. I smell it now.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” Naomi gasped as another blush colored her cheeks. “I-I, ah, well…” 
 
    “It’s not just sex with me,” I said as the lizard trailed off and looked down. “I’ll make love to you, fill you with my seed, and then you’ll be one of mine.” 
 
    “Yours?” Her golden eyes looked up at me, and the reflection of the moons filled her wide eyes. 
 
    “All mine,” I growled. “You won’t want or need anyone else ever again, and I’ll mark you as mine over and over. My lovers and I share soul bridges, an unbreakable bond.” 
 
    “Love?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, and I stopped and took her face in my hands. “I love all of my women, and we would welcome you into our family. You would have the sisters of your heart, and eventually, you would have my children.” 
 
    “I want all of it with you, my lord,” the lizard mage whispered. “I don’t know what a soul bridge is, but I don’t care.” 
 
    “Let me show you,” I replied with a smile. 
 
    “Here?” Naomi looked around with confusion as I stepped on the stone that opened the secret passageway. “Won’t someone see us?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t care if they did,” I nearly whispered and held out my hand. “Come with me.” 
 
    Naomi paused for a moment, and then she took my hand and followed me down the hidden staircase to my cultivation room. Moonstones clustered together and glittered on every surface of the room, and the quiet trickle of a river was the only sound besides our footsteps as we entered. The enchanted lanterns that hung from the ceiling lit up as we descended the stairs, and the smooth stones looked nearly liquid in the dim light. 
 
    “What is this place?” Naomi gasped as her eyes traveled around the room. 
 
    “The River Moonstone House,” I replied with a grandiose wave of my hand. “I usually meditate here, and now, I’ll make love to you here, fill your womb with my seed, and mark you as one of mine.” 
 
    Naomi inhaled a sharp breath as I pulled her against me and took her face in my hands. Then I pressed my lips to hers, and she sighed and leaned against me as we kissed. The taste of wine on her breath nearly had me drunk by the time I pushed my tongue into her warm mouth, and I let my hands travel down her neck and her back to grab her waist and pull her body in even closer. 
 
    Her breathing became hard and fast as she finally reached her clawed fingers around my neck and pushed her tongue against mine. My cock throbbed as our tongues twisted and wrestled, and I dragged my touch further down to grab her ass. Her short black dress had already ridden up to reveal the lowest curves of her rear, and I grazed the bare skin with my fingertips. I felt her body shiver at the touch, and it was all I could do to take things slow with this stubborn woman I’d waited on for weeks. 
 
    We kissed long and hard, and I could feel her nipples tighten against my chest as she pushed against me with every breath. Then I couldn’t wait any longer to see her naked body, so I pulled back, gripped the bottom of her dress, and lifted it over her head. 
 
    “Oh!” Naomi gasped when the cool air hit her bare skin. 
 
    “Gods,” I murmured. 
 
    It was the first time I’d been able to fully see the lizard mage naked, and she was breathtaking. Her supple skin was dimpled with goosebumps, and her magenta scales wrapped around her body like a spiral from her neck down under her arm and back around to her hips. Her breasts were bigger than I’d realized, and I wanted nothing more than to taste her rock-hard, dark pink nipples. Then my gaze traveled down to the apex of her thighs, and the small thatch of magenta hair already glistened with her desire. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” she whispered as I stared at her gorgeous body. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I will be when I’m inside you,” I growled as I stepped forward again and kissed her soft lips. 
 
    I dragged my fingertips over every inch of her warm body, and she trembled with each touch. My cock pressed against my trousers and begged to be released, but I took my time. 
 
    Naomi reached for the bottom of my tunic and lifted my shirt over my head, and then her tits were against my bare chest as she leaned up to kiss me again. 
 
    “I can’t wait any longer,” she moaned against my lips. “I need you, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Fuck, yes,” I snarled and untied my trousers. 
 
    When my dick sprang free, Naomi gasped again. The tip of my arousal pressed into the soft flesh of her abdomen, and she trailed one finger down the length. 
 
    “Will it hurt?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “I’ll never hurt you,” I replied before I picked her up and gently laid her down on the smooth moonstone floor. “I swear it.” 
 
    Then I dropped to my knees between her thighs and kissed her again. She sighed as I traveled down her chin to her throat and left a trail of kisses down her upper chest until I reached her breasts. I dragged my tongue across the swell of her chest as her back arched up against me, and then I grinned and took her nipple into my mouth. 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped as I flicked and sucked on her pink nipple until it was cherry red. 
 
    Then I moved over to the other side and teased her with my mouth until she was writhing underneath me, and I sat up enough for her to see my face before I slid one hand down to her mound. Her slit was nearly dripping before my fingers touched the silky skin, and I lightly grazed the folds of her core with one finger before I gently pushed it inside her. The lizard Demi-Human’s core was hot and silky, and I couldn’t wait until it was my cock instead of my finger. 
 
    Then my digit bumped up against a fleshy barrier, and a growl rumbled in my chest when I realized it was her hymen. I didn’t want the virgin mage to feel any pain, though, so I slowed my motions and didn’t reach very deep.  
 
    Which didn’t matter anyways. Naomi was so turned on her arousal was leaking out around my finger, and I knew she was enjoying herself.  
 
    The sorceress moaned and grabbed the back of my neck to bring me closer, and I pumped my finger in and out of her warm and wet tunnel as our tongues fought for control over each other. 
 
    “I want you to cum for me,” I murmured against her mouth. 
 
    “I’ve only ever done it to myself,” she whispered. 
 
    “Not for long.” I smirked and slid a second finger inside her. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she cried out. “Oooohhhhhh!” 
 
    I thrust my fingers back and forth and then curled them just enough to tease the top of her tunnel before I rubbed my thumb across her clit. Her body began to shake and tremble underneath me, and I knew she was close. 
 
    “Fuck, yes, cum for me,” I growled, and then she climaxed with a scream. 
 
    Naomi’s sweet juices seemed to pour out of her slit like a waterfall, and her pleasure soaked my fingers and hand until her slickness dripped onto the ground. She writhed and thrashed as her orgasm rippled through her body, and after a while, her body relaxed. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” she panted as her glassy amber eyes found mine. “That was amazing.” 
 
    “We’ve only just begun,” I chuckled as I reached down and teased her clit with the tip of my cock. 
 
    Naomi gasped again, and I sent a wave of healing magic to protect her virgin core before I slowly entered her hot tunnel. I felt the barrier break free as my erection slipped inside her, and her walls hugged every inch of my shaft while I pushed my hips forward. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” the lizard mage shrieked between heavy breaths as I opened her tight canal with my manhood. “O-Ohhhhhh, that feeels sooooo gooood! Gods, your cock… it’s so big, filling me uppppp.” 
 
    I grinned, and then I moved back and forth inside her. I could feel her hot juices washing over my cock with every movement, and her clawed fingers scraped the ground as I pumped in and out of her warm pussy. Then I grabbed her thigh and wrapped it around my hips, and she did the same with her other leg, so my cock went even deeper inside her virgin body. 
 
    “Yessss,” I hissed and thrust my hips a little harder. “You are so tight.” 
 
    “Don’t… stop!” Naomi cried out. 
 
    So, I pushed harder and then faster as I felt the Demi-Human’s walls tighten around my cock. Then her next orgasm crashed over her, and her body shook like she was in an earthquake. Her pussy gushed her sweet cream around my dick while her tunnel squeezed like a vise, and a growl rumbled in the pit of my chest. 
 
    Suddenly, Naomi grabbed my arms and dug her claws into my skin as her back arched away from the ground with a shiver, and I couldn’t wait any longer to fill her. 
 
    “You’re mine nowwww,” I growled, and my climax released from my cock like a geyser.  
 
    “Ohhh! Ohhhh! Ohhh!” The serpent-sorcerer’s eyes opened wide, and her mouth hung open as I packed her virgin womb with my seed like waves of a never-ending ocean.  
 
    “Yesss… take all of my dragon seed.” I thrust back and forth as my orgasm rippled through my body, and it felt like sparks of electricity sent vibrations up and down my spine. It seemed like I poured enough semen into her to make up for all the time I’d waited to be inside her, and within seconds, there was a puddle of our juices between her thighs. 
 
    “Godsssss,” Naomi moaned as I slowed to a stop deep inside of her. “I never imagined it would feel so good.” 
 
    “And that was just missionary.” I smirked. 
 
    “Missionary?” The lizard raised a magenta eyebrow. 
 
    “The position we were in,” I chuckled. “There are hundreds more options, and that’s even if it’s just the two of us.” 
 
    “You mean, I could join in with the other women, too?” Naomi asked, and her mouth stayed open in a perfect circle. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a grin. “They’ll be happy you are finally mine.” 
 
    “Is it normal that I feel closer to them now, too?” she wondered. “I suddenly feel as if I’ve known them my whole life, and the idea of sharing you with them makes me incredibly happy. I just want all of us to feel joy together.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s part of that soul bond I was telling you about,” I explained. “Your soul is now bound to mine with the bridge, and each of them have the same thing. You’ll always be with us.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else,” the lizard sighed as she traced a circle on my chest with her clawed finger. 
 
    “Good,” I growled. “I wouldn’t let you go anywhere. You’re mine now.” 
 
    “Ahhh, I like being yours.” Naomi blushed and turned her head before she looked back with hooded amber eyes. “So, what about those other positions?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I groaned, flipped her onto her stomach, and then lifted her hips, so she was on her hands and knees. 
 
    “But then I can’t see--” Naomi started to argue until I plunged my cock deeper into her already sperm-filled pussy. “Gods!” 
 
    Her thighs trembled as I thrust in and out of her tight tunnel from behind, and we came over and over until the floor was soaked with our warm nectar. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” a voice echoed down the staircase into the moonstone room sometime later. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Naomi mumbled as she tried to pull away, but I held her hips, so my cock stayed inside her hot core. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” I smirked. “Come in, Miraya.” 
 
    The spirit rushed down the steps, and a smile spread across her ethereal features as she sashayed closer to the two of us on the floor. 
 
    “I came to see if you had noticed the new soul bridge,” Miraya said and cocked her hip to the side. “And I’m sure you have.” 
 
    The slit of her dress shifted to expose her leg, and I could see all the way up to her inner thigh. My cock twitched inside Naomi’s pussy, and the lizard gasped at the movement. 
 
    “I have,” I chuckled. “Would you like to help me strengthen it?” 
 
    “Of course,” Miraya murmured as she slid the straps of her dress down her shoulders. 
 
    Her violet outfit dropped to the floor, and Naomi took a sharp breath at the sight of the spirit standing naked before us with her pink nipples already pert and her hot core throbbing with desire. Miraya sauntered closer with her eyes on Naomi, and I slid my cock out of Naomi’s warm tunnel with a little sigh, but I could tell the sword spirit had something in mind. 
 
    Naomi rolled over onto her back with a look of confusion and then shock as Miraya dropped to her knees between the lizard’s thighs. 
 
    “I want to taste both of you,” Miraya murmured as she lowered her head. 
 
    Before Naomi could speak, the spirit delved her tongue into the folds of the lizard’s creamy cum filled pussy. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Naomi cried out. “That… that feels--ohhhhhh!” 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned and then moved over to Miraya’s beautiful ass that hung in the air like an open invitation. 
 
    I plowed into the spirit’s waiting slit and slipped my drenched cock inside her. She moaned against Naomi’s core, and the lizard almost whined with pleasure. 
 
    “Miraya!” Naomi shrieked and wrapped her hands around the spirit’s head to bring her closer to her throbbing pussy. 
 
    Miraya sucked and teased Naomi’s quivering mound until the lizard squealed again as another wave of her hot juices gushed out of her slit. As I watched Miraya lap up each drop, I reached around under her and teased her clit with my thumb. 
 
    “Oh, godsssss,” the spirit moaned against Naomi’s pussy. “Yes, Lord Evan, yesssssss!” 
 
    Then her climax shook her body and curled her toes as her tunnel tightened around my cock. I plunged into her over and over as she poured her nectar all over my shaft, and my lovers’ shared orgasms sent me over the edge. 
 
    “Fuckkkk,” I groaned and released a huge load of my dragon seed into the spirit’s waiting womb. 
 
    My hot semen filled Miraya’s tunnel until it overflowed, and more juices splashed to the floor as my body was wracked with waves of pleasure. 
 
    “How many more positions would you like to try?” I teased Naomi once I regained my breath. 
 
    “All of them,” the lizard replied with a wicked smile, and she rolled her nipple between her fingers as she watched me slide out of Miraya’s sopping flower. 
 
    We licked, played, and fucked for hours until we were all heaving and gasping for air. Then the three of us laid on the floor of the River Moonstone House and looked up at the ceiling. I could see my women’s chests rising and falling in my peripheral vision, and I could also see my milky cream gushing out between each of their legs. I’d filled both of them past the brim, many times, and I began to purr at the sight as I put my hands behind my head. Sometimes, it still shocked me that I regularly had sex with two or more incredibly hot women who were all mine, but my inner dragon roared with satisfaction as I grinned to myself. 
 
    Yes. It was good to be the Dragon Lord. 
 
    And it was very good to have such an amazing harem.  
 
    “I’m going to look at the bridges,” I decided after a long moment. “I’m curious what’s changed since Naomi is with us now. 
 
    “I’ll stay here with my newest sister,” Miraya replied, and the two women shared a loving look. 
 
    I grinned and called out to my spiritual sea. Within a second, I was laying on the sand of my inner beach, and I breathed in the cool ocean air for a few minutes. It was a nice change of pace from the warm desert air in reality, and I felt every drop of sweat on my skin cool with the breeze. The waves of my spiritual sea lapped up against my feet, and I finally stood and brushed the sand from my bare skin. Apparently, I hadn’t imagined myself with clothes on, so I’d be walking around naked. 
 
    Oh, well. I wanted to see the soul bridges. Naked or not. 
 
    So, I turned and headed for the anchor that held the bridges down on this side of the spiritual sea. Even from here, I could tell more ropes had formed, and when I got close enough to touch them, I saw the new soul bridge that connected me with Naomi. All nine bridges featured the same white glowing ropes, but instead of just a few, the ropes now numbered at least a dozen per bridge. The links between the beach and my core island finally began to resemble real bridges instead of just a few groups of ropes, and my grin widened. 
 
    Then I noticed something else as I crouched down and ran my fingers along one of the ropes. Not only were there more of them, but the ropes were also thicker than before. It looked as though the braids had swelled from the size of my thumb to the girth of a table leg. Our bonds continued to strengthen every time I loved and then filled one of my women with my dragon seed, and I fucking loved it. 
 
    Maybe one day they would be strong enough for someone to walk across them. Or when the bridges were complete, maybe it meant I’d given my lovers full access to my powers. I’d never really found love on Earth, even though now I had it in spades with my harem, so I had no idea how long it took to completely open up to someone like that. My last serious relationship lasted all of six months before I lost interest. Earth women seemed boring before, and they definitely couldn’t compare to the lovers I had now. 
 
    I stood up and brushed the sand from my legs as I stretched and looked out on the water. Then I turned toward the mountain, and I could just see the neon trees of Videnia past the beach. I was tempted to go watch hours of memory movies from my ancestors, but it was already late. I didn’t know exactly how time passed in reality while I was here, and I knew Miraya and Naomi were already tired. 
 
    Hell, I was tired, too. A couple days of battle and a few hours of orgasms had me beat. Being a Dragon Lord wasn’t easy. 
 
    With a sigh, I decided to return to the River Moonstone House and take my women back to the palace to go to bed. We had plenty of time tomorrow to relax, and maybe I could watch some more memories, then. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, I was back in the moonstone-covered room, and I looked down to see Miraya and Naomi curled up together on the floor. They were spooning, and Naomi’s ample rear was pressed up against Miraya’s dripping pussy. The room reeked of perspiration and sex, and my cock throbbed as I stared at their beautifully naked bodies lying on the floor. My lovers’ bare skin still glistened with sweat and our juices, and I considered adding more.  
 
    It seemed my dragon stamina never ran out. 
 
    Then my exhaustion took hold, and I realized I was barely keeping my eyes open while I imagined rousing the lovers. Even my automatic healing seemed to have taken a beating today, so I decided to get some sleep. 
 
    Besides, there would be time for another round in the morning, and they would already be naked and ready for me. 
 
    I laid down behind Miraya, and she snuggled her ass right up against my still-hard dick. My arousal jumped at the touch, and a growl rumbled in my chest as my inner dragon begged to mark the women again. 
 
    “Chill out,” I muttered. “We have to get some sleep.” 
 
    “What?” Miraya murmured as she stirred against me again. 
 
    “Nothing,” I whispered and tossed my arm over her and Naomi. “Go back to sleep.” 
 
    The spirit hummed and sighed before she fell back into her deep sleep. 
 
    The moonstone floor was surprisingly comfortable for being made out of stone, and within seconds, I fell asleep to the lulling trickle of a distant river. 
 
    It felt like I’d slept for days when I finally opened my eyes to see a shaft of sunlight pouring down the staircase. I blinked a few times before I remembered I was in the River Moonstone House instead of my bedroom, and then I blinked again as I realized I was all alone. 
 
    Miraya and Naomi were nowhere to be found. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The River Moonstone House had nowhere to hide, so I ran up the stone steps to the surface, jumped from the last step, and landed next to the Moon Princess statue. Blood pounded in my ears, and I pushed on the stone that would close the secret passageway to the cultivation room. The entrance closed, and I whirled around to look for my women.  
 
    If those fucking thieves had come back-- 
 
    Then a giggle pierced through the deafening sound of my heart thudding inside my chest.  
 
    I stopped and scanned the gardens. Flowers and trees took up most of my view, but then I saw a flash of magenta hair. About a quarter mile down the path, Miraya and Naomi wandered along talking and laughing, so I breathed a sigh of relief and jogged to catch up with them.  
 
    As I got closer, I could hear their conversation. 
 
    “And Alyona is going to be his wife, so one day they will rule Rahma together,” Miraya explained. “But we are sisters of the heart, and we will always be with them.” 
 
    “Will we all live together?” Naomi wondered. “When they rule Rahma?” 
 
    “Of course,” the spirit replied. “We’re family now, and we’ll live in the palace. Even the Lunar Palace already has some of our rooms done, and I know Lord Evan will be thrilled to make more for the rest of us. He loves making us happy.” 
 
    “The dryads’ room is so beautiful,” the lizard sighed. “Will all our rooms look like that?” 
 
    “Well, each one is fit for the woman,” Miraya said with a smile. “Laika’s room holds her weapons as she is a warrior, and Ravi’s room has a place for her to rebirth when she needs to. Valerra even has a balcony, so she can easily fly out of her room. We are not the same, and we’re lucky to have Lord Evan who understands and loves our differences.” 
 
    “I didn’t really understand love before last night,” Naomi admitted. “I’ve never been in love before, but the bond we all share is so strong and clear. I feel like I’ll never want anyone else, like my very soul is tied to his. It’s just amazing.” 
 
    “The soul bridges,” Miraya breathed. “They’re unlike anything I’ve ever experienced in my centuries of existence. They bind us to Lord Evan and to each other, and it’s amazing. I hope one day, we can all see them in his spiritual sea.” 
 
    “What’s it like there?” the lizard mage wondered. “I’ve never seen anyone else’s but my own.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” Miraya smiled. “The water is calm, the sand is silky smooth, and as Lord Evan’s magic and mind expands, so too does that world. It’s heavenly.” 
 
    “I’d love to go there,” Naomi swooned. “It sounds so much more intricate and beautiful than mine.” 
 
    “I hope to take you all there someday,” I interjected, and both women jumped at the sound of my voice.  
 
    “My lord!” Miraya gasped as she whirled around. “We didn’t know you were awake.” 
 
    “Well, you could have left a note,” I teased. “I came looking for you two, so I’m glad to see you weren’t kidnapped or something.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re so sorry!” Naomi apologized, and her cheeks flushed almost as dark as her hair. “I’ve had so many questions about the seraglio, and we didn’t want to wake you up, so we came out here to talk some more.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I chuckled. “I had a lot of questions at first, too. I want you to ask everything and be happy.” 
 
    “Lord Evan, I’m the happiest I’ve ever been!” the scaled woman gushed. “I want nothing more than to make you and my sisters happy, though I am very excited about the future babies part. I can’t wait to have your child growing in my womb. Can you imagine a lizard-dragon baby?” 
 
    Images flashed through my head of a smaller version of myself with black and magenta scales and Naomi’s amber eyes. It was indeed a cute vision, and I wanted to give her more of my seed to make it happen. My egg with Valerra was a more natural instinct to repopulate our species, but there was plenty of my dragon seed to fill each of my women several times over, so I had no problem fulfilling her wishes. 
 
    “He or she will be a one-of-a-kind creature,” I agreed with a smile. 
 
    “I can’t wait!” Naomi clasped her clawed hands together as her own smile lit up her face. “I never imagined myself as part of a harem, but this is more than just concubines and consorts. I’ve seen many of those women live sad, empty lives, but I feel so loved and so in love, like one of the characters in the fairy tales.” 
 
    “And it just keeps getting better.” I winked as I offered my arms to the women. “We should get back to the palace. We’ve been gone all night. The others are probably wondering where we are.” 
 
    My lovers slipped their arms through my waiting elbows, and we moseyed down the walkway back toward the Lunar Palace. We passed through the housing area, and I was elated when I saw families outside playing and hanging out again. A family of bird Demi-Humans flitted around their front yard, while a group of all kinds of children played ball in the road. Now that the thief was gone, my people felt safe, and I would always take care of my people.  
 
    My inner dragon roared at the idea of building a pack to protect, and a proud grin stretched across my face.  
 
    As we walked into the palace, Alyona, Aaliyah, Laika, and Valerra jumped up from their seats in the great hall. 
 
    “Oh, we’re so happy to see you!” Alyona bubbled as she hurried over and wrapped her arms around me before she turned and squeezed Naomi. “And you, my sister.” 
 
    “You know already?” Naomi asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Of course, silly,” the princess giggled as she stepped back to smile at Naomi. “We all felt the new bond with you last night. That’s why we weren’t worried when you three weren’t back after the party.” 
 
    “Oh.” The lady lizard blushed and averted her gaze. 
 
    “You have nothing to be embarrassed about,” Alyona assured as she turned Naomi around to face her again. “As we add to our family, the love is not split up or divided. Instead, it grows like a tree with many branches. Lord Evan does not love me less because he also loves you. We all love each other and share a bond no one else could ever understand.” 
 
    “It’s actually kind of nice,” Valerra added, and I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “I’ve never had a mate before, and the love that comes with this is more than I could’ve ever thought I’d have.” 
 
    “Milady, I’m honored,” Naomi whispered. 
 
    “The honor is all of ours,” my fiancée said with a heavenly smile. “Now, let’s get you three fed.” 
 
    “I’m always down to eat,” I laughed. “What’s for breakfast?” 
 
    “It’s lunch time, my lord,” Aaliyah giggled. 
 
    “You’ve been gone for a while,” Laika added with a wolfy grin.  
 
    “Oh, my,” Miraya sighed and blushed. “We must have been very tired.” 
 
    “I tend to do that to my women.” I smirked, and my lovers giggled with agreement.  
 
    After a moment, we all headed for the dining hall, and several pans already lined the table for us to start eating. Forsythe had baked the leftover duck meat from the party into some kind of casserole with potatoes, carrots, and squash. The dishes were covered with cheese that had melted into the rest of the casserole, and the servants followed the casserole pans with huge bowls of buttery noodles. Then Forsythe and his cooks brought out another set of bowls with a thick caramel-colored broth, and as they set the bowls on the table, I furrowed my brow with confusion. 
 
    “I think you mix them together,” Aaliyah whispered as she motioned toward the food. “Like a soup.” 
 
    “Uhhh, okay,” I muttered as I scooped noodles and casserole into my bowl and then ladled the broth over the top. It looked like a mushy weird mess, and I hesitated to take the first bite. 
 
    For once, I waited for everyone else to start eating, and my women mixed all the ingredients together before they took bites. So, I followed suit and mixed mine up, though I was still unconvinced about this meal. Then Laika closed her eyes and let out a soft groan as she tasted the first bite, and Forsythe grinned as the rest of the women sighed and nodded while they ate. 
 
    Okay, it couldn’t be terrible. 
 
    So, I took a bite, and I couldn’t hold back my own sigh at the delicious combination of flavors. The casserole and pasta were amazing together, but the sweet juice made it all perfect. The concoction was tender and flavorful as it dissolved on my tongue, and I looked up to see the deer Demi-Human chef had a wide smile across his furry face. 
 
    “You approve, Lord Evan?” he asked. 
 
    “This is delicious,” I replied after I swallowed the bite. “What is it?” 
 
    “I haven’t named it anything,” Forsythe answered. “It’s one of my many unique recipes, my lord.” 
 
    “Well, I definitely like this one,” I chuckled. “Feel free to continue experimenting.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Forsythe nodded and gestured to one of the servants, who rushed forward with a jug. “Wine?” 
 
    “Noooo,” Aaliyah groaned, and Forsythe looked offended for a moment. “I don’t mean anything bad, dear Forsythe, but we, ah, felt its effects strongly this morning. My head was pounding as though it was being hit with a hammer.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” Laika added with a grimace, and the other women nodded. 
 
    “I can’t imagine why,” I laughed as all my lovers blushed. “You all had about five cups each, and that was before I left for the night.” 
 
    “Oh, my!” Forsythe gasped. “We will work diligently on a solution for this. We cannot produce a wine that leaves one feeling terrible.” 
 
    “You can make a wine without a hangover?” I raised a curious eyebrow. 
 
    “We have our ways, my lord,” the deer chuckled and lowered his head carefully, so his antlers wouldn’t hit anything. “Enjoy your lunch. Perhaps I’ll name it after you.” 
 
    “Cool,” I chuckled and took another bite. 
 
    “Thank you, Forsythe!” Laika called out with a grin. 
 
    The head chef smiled and returned to the kitchen just as Ruslan and Julia waltzed through the door to the dining hall, and my mother had a sparkle in her eyes as she peered across the room at Naomi and smiled. As they walked by her chair, Julia put her hand on her shoulder, leaned down, and kissed the lizard mage on top of her head. 
 
    Naomi’s cheeks blushed as she squeezed Julia’s hand before my parents continued down the table, and I blinked in shocked confusion.  
 
    How in the world did my mother already know, too? 
 
    “Well, we got here just in time,” my father commented as he guided Julia to her seat and looked over the meal. “This looks… interesting.” 
 
    “It’s really good,” I mumbled around a bite of the casserole creation. “Trust me, I know my food.” 
 
    “I suppose we’ll give it a try, then,” Julia chuckled as they made their plates. 
 
    They both ate a cautious first bite before they figured out it was delicious and shoveled more of the concoction into their mouths. The unnamed mixture would probably become a new favorite in the Lunar Palace. 
 
    “So, my son, as much as we love having you home, I assume it is only part of your journey?” Ruslan wondered after a few minutes. “You have more stops on your campaign, yes?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “We have plenty more of Rahma to see before we reach the king.” 
 
    “Have you completed your task?” the fox asked, and I knew he was referring to the Celestial Triad artifacts that were currently hidden in Alyona’s spatial storage. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I didn’t expect to fight off an entire guild and a crazy thieving mage when we arrived, but I’ll go do it this afternoon. Then we’ll need to head back to Kana.” 
 
    “And what is your plan after that?” Julia dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. 
 
    “I think we’ll be heading north toward Atheson,” I answered. “Then it will be a straight shot east to the Mihireti Mountains from there. I believe there are a couple cities between there the king wants us to see.” 
 
    “I suppose I didn’t realize you would go all the way to one of the port cities,” my mother said with a frown.  
 
    “Is there something wrong with them?” I asked.  
 
    “I hope not,” she replied after a pause. “They’ve just been so isolated on the peninsula since the Breach took hold, we can’t be certain it’s safe there.” 
 
    “All the more reason I should go,” I countered. “If they need help, I need to help them.” 
 
    “I know,” Julia sighed. “I’m fairly certain worrying is part of my role as your mother, though.” 
 
    “Our son is brave and true,” Ruslan declared with a proud smile. “It will be fine, my love. King Rodion must be thrilled with your progress so far.” 
 
    “He’s been happy with what we’ve accomplished,” I agreed. “I just need to get this bandit issue under control, and then I’ll be happy with it, too.” 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you,” Alyona gasped as she turned to face me. “I found something in the archives about that.” 
 
    “How to get rid of bandits?” I raised an eyebrow. “There’s a spell for everything.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” she giggled. “But you said you wanted to put one of the traps at every city to catch the thieves like we did for Lord Torrin, and I think we can use a spell to at least set them up in any city we go to. It’s not exactly every city in Rahma like you wanted, though.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” I said as I leaned forward.  
 
    “The spell is called a Duplexity,” the princess explained. “It allows us to duplicate something we’ve made, like the trap in Lexavo.” 
 
    “Even magical things?” Laika wondered. 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona confirmed, “though duplicating magic will require more power. I’ll probably need Naomi and Miraya’s help when we set each one up.” 
 
    “We would love to!” Naomi chirped.  
 
    “Absolutely,” Miraya agreed.  
 
    “So, we just do the spell at whatever city we go to?” I asked. “And then the same trap will be there for each one?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Alyona grinned.  
 
    “Could we use the spell before we create the layer of mirage magic?” Naomi wondered, and Alyona looked at her curiously. “So, we could change the mirage for whatever city we’re in and match what the local bandits have been searching for.” 
 
    “That’s brilliant!” Laika exclaimed as her gray eyes widened. “It wouldn’t make sense to have a mirage of gold treasure in a place like Baltnova because they barter for everything with goods like fish and water, so we could use something that is valuable to the city for the mirage. We could tailor the trap for each city!” 
 
    “Oh, great idea, Naomi!” Alyona encouraged the mage. “You continue to surprise me with your magical understanding. It’s quite impressive, especially being self-taught.” 
 
    “Self-taught?” Julia raised an eyebrow and glanced at Naomi. “That is indeed impressive.” 
 
    “Brilliant and beautiful,” I agreed with a smirk. “You fit right in.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” Naomi’s cheeks flushed to nearly the same color as her scales as she picked up her fork and slipped another bite of the casserole into her mouth. 
 
    “We need to check on Lexavo anyway before we leave,” I said. “Do you need anything to duplicate the trap while we’re there? Bones of a chicken or something?” 
 
    “No, my love.” Alyona laughed and shook her head. “It’s a pretty basic spell, but we should probably check in with my father before we leave. We haven’t spoken to him in a few days.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I conceded. “We can go into the great hall and call him.” 
 
    Alyona nodded, and we both rose from the table to head for the next room, while the others finished eating their lunches. After we sat down in the plush navy chairs, Alyona pulled her white jade hand mirror out from her spatial storage and murmured the spell to reach out to the king. The surface of the mirror shimmered and shifted before King Rodion’s tired face appeared in front of us. His long white hair was tied into a messy ponytail at the nape of his neck, and his skin had begun to show signs of stress and wear. An errant wrinkle broke the smooth flow of his forehead, and pale purple bags darkened the skin under his eyes.  
 
    As soon as he focused his violet eyes on the mirror, though, his face cracked into a wide smile. 
 
    “My daughter, you’re faring well in Hatra?” the king asked. 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Alyona replied with a smile. “How are things at the Breach?” 
 
    “Our situation grows more difficult, I’m afraid.” His grin faded into a grimace. “It seems some groups have decided to support the demons’ cause and fight against us. The thieves had been a small struggle, but our people seem to believe we won’t win this war and are jumping ship, if you will.” 
 
    “No!” the princess gasped and covered her open mouth. “How could they?” 
 
    “Not all our people, Your Highness,” I interjected. “We’ve secured loyalty with Kana, and later today, we will do the same with Lexavo. And we’ll continue to increase our numbers.” 
 
    “Your confidence is inspiring, Lord Evan,” Rodion said with a half-smile. “I hope you continue to produce such results. Have you hidden the… items?” 
 
    The king hesitated as he referenced the relics, and I knew he was still worried they would get into the wrong hands. 
 
    “We have them, but I defeated their spirits,” I answered with my head held high. 
 
    “You did what?” Rodion leaned forward, and I could almost feel his powerful, cold gaze peering into my soul. “Defeated their spirits?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I confirmed. “They tried to take over me, and I fought them in my spiritual sea. Once I captured each of them, I assimilated their abilities.” 
 
    “I’m… at a loss for words, dear dragon,” Rodion said as a look of astonishment covered his features. “I’ve never heard of such an accomplishment.” 
 
    “It wasn’t easy.” I shrugged. “But it had to be done, and it will help our cause. Not only do I have these abilities, but no one else can put them together and complete the Triad. I think the artifacts are useless to anyone else now.” 
 
    “I agree,” he said with a nod. “I imagine the only way for someone else to use them would be to kill you, and that doesn’t seem to be an issue.” 
 
    “Nah.” I smirked. “Especially not with these new abilities. They’re even more powerful than the other skills I’ve gained.” 
 
    “I’m sure they are,” the king remarked and twisted his beard with his hand. “Their magic is ancient, which also means it can be treacherous, though I’m sure you’ve figured that out by now.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I chuckled. “The magic is incredible, but I have the power under control now. I even used it to kill this mage who tried to steal my egg.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Rodion hummed. “Word has reached us even here about a pair of dragon mates in Hatra. I’ve done my best to quiet the rumors, but, alas, I can only do so much.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I replied with a smile. “We handled it. The Crimson Dragon had already taken care of a few attempts before we returned.” 
 
    “I have no doubt about that,” the king laughed and turned back to Alyona. “Your next stop is Atheson, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Alyona answered. “However, Julia, Lord Evan’s mother, is one of the Elders of Hatra, and she worries the city has become too isolated since the Breach. Do you know of any dangers there?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, Julia is correct.” Rodion frowned. “Many of the peninsula cities have fallen out of communication with the rest of us, which is one of the reasons why I wanted you to go there. We need to ensure they will support the crown in battle if necessary. We don’t need any other turncoats to appear if the demons push through the Breach.” 
 
    “What other reasons are there?” I quirked an eyebrow at the king’s phrasing. 
 
    “Ahh, so quick,” he chuckled. “I have received word the leader of Atheson wishes to take my place as the ruler of Rahma. He has yet to issue the challenge, but his desires are known.” 
 
    “What?” I growled and clenched my fists.  
 
    “I assume he refers to the Old Edict, which allowed any leader to challenge another for their seat,” Rodion explained. “The Edict hasn’t been used for centuries, but we never officially replaced it. The rumors say his followers are loyal to him rather than to me, so it might be a challenge to sway him.” 
 
    “I suppose we were due for a challenge,” I replied with a touch of sarcasm. “Lord Vallen was more than happy to see us in Kana.” 
 
    “Ahh, the admiration of the lizard family for the dragons is quite resolute,” he said. “The dragons always played a heroic role in their fairy tales.” 
 
    That certainly explained why Vallen was squealing like a little schoolgirl when we first met. It was probably like he was meeting a celebrity.  
 
    “I believe Lord Evan and I can convince the people of Atheson to choose the right path,” Alyona declared as she lifted her chin. “We were able to reunite the people of Tikal after decades of feuding and a lack of trust in the crown.” 
 
    “This is true, my daughter,” Rodion conceded. “However, if the leader does not acquiesce, the peninsula must be removed from the rest of us.” 
 
    “You want us to cut them off?” I raised an eyebrow. “Like… physically?” 
 
    “Quite literally, yes,” the king answered. “The area is remote, but we cannot take any chances they will turn the tide of the war against us. They must honor the crown, or you must remove the entire peninsula from Rahma.” 
 
    “Father, are you certain?” Alyona asked, and I could just see a glimmer of tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry, princess,” I reassured her. “It won’t come to that. We’ll find a way to get through to this leader. He’ll see we can take care of Rahma and his people. You said it yourself, we’ve done well so far, and Atheson will be no different.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” the king said. “If not, your earthquake magic should be able to handle the problem.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” I replied before Alyona could respond. 
 
    The princess was nervously shaking at the possibility, and I didn’t blame her. I didn’t want to send a chunk of land full of our people out to sea, but I didn’t want to question King Rodion, either. We just had to make sure we did what we were supposed to do and talk some sense into their leader, so we didn’t have to act on his words. 
 
    “I must return to my post,” Rodion announced after an awkward pause. “Let me know about Lexavo.” 
 
    “We will, Father,” Alyona murmured. 
 
    The king dipped his head and then shimmered away as the surface of the mirror returned to a reflection of our faces. Alyona’s cheeks were pale and her brow creased with lines of worry, but I kept my cool for her sake. I knew she was upset with what her father had told us to do, but I needed to stay strong for her. The king was incredibly wise, so he had to have a good reason for his ultimatum. I didn’t know what it was, but I was determined to figure it out. 
 
    “Let’s get ready to go to Lexavo,” I suggested, and Alyona’s head snapped up in surprise. 
 
    “Oh, right,” she mumbled, though she seemed to be lost in her own thoughts. “We need to do that.” 
 
    “Are you able to do the Duplexity spell?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course,” Alyona replied with a shake of her head before she clenched her jaw. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’re strong, and that’s better than just fine,” I reminded her and reached over to grab her hand. “I know we can talk to the leader in Atheson. We’re good at what we do, princess.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” Her tough facade faltered for a second, but she pressed her lips into a resolute line and stood from her chair. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I nodded and kept her hand in mine as we walked back to the dining hall for the others. 
 
    “We’re getting ready to go to Lexavo,” I announced before I turned to my dragon mate. “Valerra, have you even left the city since you got here?” 
 
    “I flew over the city walls with you just yesterday,” the Crimson Dragon replied with a sarcastic smile.  
 
    “That doesn’t really count.” I smirked. “Come with us. Miraya and Aaliyah can guard the eggs with Eleanor and Emily. Plus, you know nothing can get into the egg vault.” 
 
    “Well…” Valerra started to argue and paused. “I suppose I could do that.” 
 
    “Really?” Aaliyah gasped, and her feline orange eyes widened. “We would be so happy to take care of the eggs!” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Miraya agreed as a smile crossed her ethereal features. “It would be an honor.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I declared. “Let’s fly.” 
 
    “We can fly there?” Valerra asked, and a twinge of excitement colored her question. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a grin. “Alyona, Laika, and Naomi can ride. We’ll get there even faster than with the airship.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Valerra purred as she hustled toward the door. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled. “We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Have fun!” Ruslan laughed as we hurried out after Valerra. 
 
    The Crimson Dragon was used to stretching her wings and flying multiple times a day before she lived in Hatra, but she no longer had to go hunt for her meals or scorch anyone who crossed her canyons, so she was clearly excited to get back up into the air. 
 
    As soon as we stepped into the afternoon sunshine, Valerra took her dragon form, and her enormous red body stretched and grew until she took up almost the entire courtyard in front of the Lunar Palace. It was easy to forget how large her dragon body was when she was in her human form, and she bared her long sharp teeth when she grinned down at me. 
 
    “Ahhh,” she sighed happily. “I’ve missed my true form.” 
 
    “I understand completely,” I chuckled as I began my own transformation. 
 
    While Valerra’s scales were deep red, mine were black as night with a hint of violet when the sun hit them. As I shifted, I could feel my tail and wings sprout out from my skin, followed by the spikes along my spine that gave my riders the perfect handle while I soared through the sky. When my transformation was complete, I nodded to Alyona, Naomi, and Laika, who hopped onto my back with matching smiles. 
 
    I could feel their thighs tighten against my scales, and the sensation of their warm bodies on my back was enough to send a shiver down my spine. I wondered, and not for the first time, what it would be like to take one of my lovers while in my true dragon form. It would have to be Valerra while she was in hers, and I imagined the amount of my dragon seed would be enough for dozens of more eggs. 
 
    Focus, Evan. 
 
    I shook my head and then turned to Valerra, and she was still grinning as she kicked up sand and took off into the sky.  
 
    “Hold on,” I advised my three lovers on my back, and they gripped my spikes as I spread my wings and lifted us above the palace.  
 
    I looked around for Valerra and realized she’d taken a loop over the city. A few of the citizens pointed up at her red body flying overhead, and she smiled down at the people. Her wings flapped lazily as she cut through the wind with ease, and then she came and hovered next to me. 
 
    “Ready when you are,” she called out. 
 
    “This way,” I said as I gestured with my foreleg toward the city of Lexavo. 
 
    Then we flew over the city walls and into the warm desert sky. 
 
    This was one of my favorite parts of being a dragon. I’d loved flying from the moment I figured out how to do it, and seeing this world from up here was breathtaking. I soared higher, so the clouds left cool droplets of water on my scales, and the women on my back giggled as they spread their arms and enjoyed the ride. Even Valerra flew up into the clouds, spun torpedo-style with her legs out, and left trails of white powder in her wake.  
 
    It felt like we reached Lexavo much more quickly than I’d realized, and I almost flew over the city before I noticed where we were.  
 
    “Down there!” I called out to Valerra, who nodded with a slightly disappointed look on her face.  
 
    We changed course to descend closer to the city gates, and I looked for the magical box.  
 
    “The trap is gone,” Alyona observed as she leaned closer to my head. “Where did it go?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied over my shoulder. “Let’s find out.” 
 
    I flew closer to the ground and landed with a soft thud, and Valerra plopped down next to me. She shifted into her human body as my other three women slid from my back to the sand, and then I took my human form and brushed the sand from my hands. When I was ready, I looked up at the guard tower and waved at the Lexavo guard in green armor, and he waved back and then opened the large iron gates.  
 
    As we strolled into the industrial city, Samuel strode down the path to meet us. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lord Evan!” the army leader said as he gripped my forearm. “Lord Torrin was preparing to send word to you.” 
 
    “About what?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Follow me,” Samuel chuckled. 
 
    He led us down the stone road to the metal castle and gestured for us to walk inside, and Lord Torrin stood in the great hall with Lady Meadow at his side. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” the old man declared with a grin. “We’re glad you’ve come.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I wondered. “And where’s the trap we built?” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll want to see for yourself,” Torrin replied. “Right this way.” 
 
    The father and son duo sauntered down the hallway toward the vault, and I looked at my women who shared my curiosity before we followed them further into the castle.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Lord Torrin took a sharp left down a dim hallway and stopped in front of a door where two warriors stood guard. 
 
    “My lord,” one of them greeted him in a low voice. Then he lifted the torch that hung next to him and handed it to his leader. 
 
    “You may allow Lord Evan and his companions to enter with us,” Torrin announced as he opened the door and stepped into a dark room. 
 
    As we followed the old man inside, his torch lit the space, and I could see the iron cell his smith had created pressed up against the far wall. 
 
    “It worked?” I asked as we approached the metal box. 
 
    “Indeed,” Torrin chuckled and rapped on the iron side with his knuckles. “Have a look for yourself.” 
 
    The loud sound echoed throughout the room, and I could hear groans and feet shuffling from inside. So, I strode the last few feet to the cell and peered in through the opening on one side. 
 
    Inside the small prison, I could just make out three men wearing the same brown robes Milo and Sila’s father had worn. I couldn’t pick out their features in the dark cell, but I could practically feel their hatred emanating off them in waves as they turned to glare at me. 
 
    “Well, look at that,” I snickered. “More dumbass thieves getting exactly what they deserve.” 
 
    “Who are you?” one of the men hissed. “You know nothing.” 
 
    “I am Lord Evan of Hatra,” I thundered, and the cell vibrated with the echo of my voice. “I know enough about people like you.” 
 
    “You serve the king,” another man spat out. “We serve our own leader.” 
 
    “The mage?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You don’t even know his name,” the first bandit scoffed. “He is Lovandier, and his power is mighty.” 
 
    “Well, he was Lovandier,” I snorted. “Now, he and his power are dead and burned to ashes.” 
 
    The three men gasped and began to shout over each other. 
 
    “You lie!” 
 
    “He cannot be dead!” 
 
    “Silence!” Torrin roared and banged into the side of the cell again. “Your leader is dead! You have no power here.” 
 
    “We should have waited,” one of the men hissed to the others. “He said he’d be back soon! Once he had the egg, we would have been rich.” 
 
    “So, you heard the stories and thought you’d give it a try?” I chuckled. “Idiots.” 
 
    “Everyone said only one dragon remained in the city,” the first man mumbled. “And it wasn’t you.” 
 
    “Well, I have a new story you can tell,” I snarled in a deep voice. “Anyone who comes to Hatra for my egg will be burned alive, and their ashes will be tossed into the wind.” 
 
    “If we’d gone with him to Hatra, we could have won both battles,” he muttered. “But we thought we could get the treasure while he got the egg.” 
 
    “You tried to continue your attack without a mage?” I laughed. “After you’d already had your asses kicked by a dragon and the soldiers? You’re either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid, and I don’t think thieves have an ounce of bravery in them.” 
 
    “Would cowards continue the difficult task their leader set without him?” the second man huffed. “He would have been pleased with our ability to return with the treasure.” 
 
    “Well, sure,” I agreed. “If he wasn’t dead, which he was by the time you got caught, soooo I think his pleasure would have been a bit limited.” 
 
    Valerra snorted a laugh, and even Alyona, Laika, and Naomi covered smiles. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need from them?” Torrin asked as he tapped the metal side of the cage. 
 
    “Not them,” I replied before I turned to the princess. “Can you do the spell while they’re inside?” 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed. “It won’t duplicate them.” 
 
    “Duplicate?” The old man’s white eyebrows shot up in surprise. 
 
    “We’re going to set up the same traps in other cities with thief issues,” I explained. “Maybe it will help them, too. At the very least, I hope it deters bandits from attacking innocent people.” 
 
    Torrin nodded as Alyona and Naomi walked toward the cell, and the princess pulled a sheet of paper from her spatial storage. Then the two women knelt down in front of the prison and placed their hands on the metal side. 
 
    “Um, your paper is blank,” I whispered to Alyona. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” she giggled. “Just watch.” 
 
    I stepped back, though my curiosity was on high alert, and the two magical women began to whisper the words of their spell. The sides of the prison began to vibrate, and the men inside freaked out as the walls shook around them. Then a high-pitched screech filled the room as the metal appeared to peel apart from the top down until six gray squares hung in the air. 
 
    “What--” Lord Torrin stumbled over his questions. “How?” 
 
    Alyona set the blank paper on the floor between her and Naomi, and they each put their other hands on the page. Within seconds, the metal that had peeled away from the prison floated down, and the paper absorbed the squares. By the time the women stopped saying the spell, a perfect replica of the prison appeared on the page as though someone had printed a photograph onto it. 
 
    “Done,” Alyona sighed as she and Naomi stood up, and the princess folded the sheet of paper and placed it back inside her spatial storage. 
 
    “Wow,” Valerra breathed, and Laika nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Awesome.” I grinned. 
 
    “What should we do with the prisoners, Lord Evan?” Torrin asked as I stepped closer to the door. 
 
    “Whatever you want,” I replied with a shrug. “It’s your city, but I do have one request.” 
 
    “Oh?” The old man’s face wrinkled in surprise. 
 
    “You’ve now seen how Princess Alyona and I take care of our people,” I began. “And we will need our people to support us and the crown. For now, that means King Rodion, though it will be us in the future. So, we need to secure your allegiance to the crown.” 
 
    “You already have it, dear dragon,” Torrin replied with a smile. “King Rodion placed his faith in you, and you have proven yourself quite worthy to Rahma. I have no doubt you will become a great leader for our people, and I am happy to pledge Lexavo’s allegiance.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” Alyona dipped into a curtsy and looked at me with hinting eyes. 
 
    “Oh,” I mumbled and then lowered my head into a bow. “If you don’t mind, I have one possibly odd question.” 
 
    “Please, go ahead,” the leader said. 
 
    “Why is everyone here human?” I wondered. 
 
    “Oh!” Torrin laughed as he led us out of the room and past the guards. “You are very direct, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Yeah, it tends to make things easier,” I said with a half-smile. 
 
    “Well, to be frank, the rest of Rahma hated Lexavo for many decades after the choices my father made,” Torrin explained as he pursed his lips. “And they had a good reason, since many of their ancestors had been victims of his bloodthirsty conquests. However, it is that hatred which prevents anyone from moving to our city and, ah, expanding our horizons.” 
 
    “Which is also why you haven’t had anyone to introduce magic into your bloodlines,” Alyona murmured. “I see now.” 
 
    “So, is that something you want to change?” I asked. “Do you want other species of people to move here?” 
 
    “I’m open to anyone who wishes to contribute to the city and enjoy its beauties,” he replied with a benevolent smile. 
 
    “Then we will make sure to spread the word on our travels,” I said. “We will be leaving Hatra soon, but if you need anything, please feel free to reach out to my people in the city.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan.” Torrin stopped at the door that would lead us out of the castle and grabbed my hand in a firm shake. “I hope to see you again.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll make our way back around.” I smirked. 
 
    “It was a pleasure to meet you, Lady Meadow,” Alyona said as she grasped the older woman’s gloved hand. 
 
    “And you, Princess Alyona,” Meadow responded with a dainty smile. 
 
    The rest of my women waved goodbye, and we followed Samuel out of the castle and back down the road to the gates. 
 
    “We’ll be happy to handle the bandits.” The warrior grinned before he reached for my forearm. “Thank you again, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I chuckled and gripped his arm. “See you around.” 
 
    Samuel nodded and then waved to the guards in the tower. The gates creaked open, and we walked outside to the sand. As Valerra and I transformed into our dragon bodies, I heard Samuel’s sharp breath and offered him a fangy grin before my lovers climbed onto my back. Then I nodded to Valerra, and we took flight. 
 
    This time, we flew slower and enjoyed the warm air as it flowed over our bodies, and I watched Valerra fly with her eyes mostly closed as she soaked up the sun and wind. Her wings moved in a perfect cadence with mine, and she seemed to feel my stare. After a few moments, her golden eyes fluttered open, and she cocked her head toward me and stuck out her tongue. 
 
    “I have something you can do with that!” I shouted over the wind. 
 
    “And perhaps I will!” Valerra fired back with a devilish grin before she sped up and flew the last mile to Hatra in a hurry. 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    I picked up the pace and soared behind her. We landed on the road in front of the Lunar Palace, and my lovers hopped down as Valerra shifted into her human form. I watched her hips sway back and forth while she walked toward the palace, and then I transformed as well. 
 
    “My lord?” Naomi grabbed my sleeve as we headed inside. 
 
    “Yeah?” I turned to see the lizard mage’s face was contorted with worry. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Are you sure we should leave Valerra here when we go back to Kana?” she asked and chewed on her bottom lip. “I don’t want anything to happen to her.” 
 
    “The Crimson Dragon is a fearsome warrior,” Laika answered before I could respond. “But I understand your concern.” 
 
    “Let’s talk to her together,” I suggested. “I think you’ll feel better.” 
 
    Naomi nodded, and she followed Laika and I into the palace. Then we turned and took the hall toward the bedrooms, while Alyona headed for the great hall where Ruslan and Julia waited. They could update my parents, and I could see what exactly my dragon mate wanted to do with her tongue after I calmed down Naomi. 
 
    “Where are my eggs?” Valerra demanded in a voice that echoed down the hall. 
 
    “They’re in the vault,” Aaliyah assured her. “We can’t get in there because of the dragon only spell. I went to check on them and got sent to the gates.” 
 
    “So, we decided to guard the staircase,” Miraya finished. “I swear to you, the only ones who have even entered your chambers were Eleanor and Emily. They went to tidy up before dinner.” 
 
    “Well, good,” Valerra replied and then faltered. “T-Thank you. I was… less worried with you here.” 
 
    “We’re happy to care for them,” the lioness said with a fangy grin. “We’re family.” 
 
    Valerra nodded before she charged upstairs to her room, and Miraya and Aaliyah brushed past us into the hall. 
 
    “She seems to be upset already,” Naomi murmured and bit her bottom lip. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I chuckled. 
 
    So, I led Laika and Naomi up the stairs into Valerra’s room, and the lady dragon whirled around in surprise. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she demanded. 
 
    “Naomi is worried about you staying here,” I explained. 
 
    “Oh,” Valerra sighed as her face softened, but then she straightened her spine and lifted her chin. “I’ve survived over three millennia in this world, sister, including a death curse. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “But people are attacking for the eggs,” Naomi insisted as she wrung her hands. “You could always come with us, so we can all protect you.” 
 
    “Dragon eggs are hard enough to hatch when they’re in one place,” my dragon mate advised her. “Trust me, I’ve waited a long time for my sister’s egg to hatch, and it won’t happen if I’m moving around. Not to mention the difficulty that would ensue if the eggs did hatch while we were out fighting a battle.” 
 
    “Baby dragons would be a bit difficult to control while fighting hordes of demons,” Laika agreed, and her steely gray eyes peered at Naomi with kindness. 
 
    “I understand,” Naomi replied with a sigh. “I just want us all together. This kind of love is so new to me, and I want all of us to be together with Lord Evan.” 
 
    “And we will be together,” I promised. “As soon as we’ve solved these issues that plague Rahma, we will all be together again. And don’t forget, we can come visit Valerra before then, too.” 
 
    “Just don’t take so long next time,” Valerra growled as she crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Or what?” I raised a sardonic eyebrow. 
 
    “Or I’ll give you a most severe tongue lashing,” she answered. 
 
    “How about you give me one now?” I felt my blood rush south as all three women looked at me with unveiled desire. 
 
    Valerra was the first to move, and she crossed the room in four strides before she dropped down in front of me and yanked my trousers to the floor with a growl. 
 
    My cock sprang free in her face, and the dragon stuck out her tongue before she dragged it along my shaft. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned as a shiver rippled down my spine before I turned to Laika and Naomi. 
 
    I grabbed them each around the waist and pulled their bodies against mine, and I turned and pressed my lips against Naomi’s as Laika dragged her clawed fingers down my back. Then Valerra took my entire cock into her mouth and shoved it to the back of her throat. I groaned into the lizard’s mouth while my dragon lover pumped my dick in and out, and then I turned to face Laika and plunged my tongue past the wolf-warrior’s parted lips. 
 
    “Evannnn,” she moaned as I grabbed her leather-bound ass and squeezed. 
 
    Naomi trailed more kisses across my jaw and down my throat while Valerra continued to suck and lick on my arousal. 
 
    “There are way too many clothes on you three,” I murmured and tugged on Laika’s tunic and Naomi’s belt. 
 
    They giggled and stepped back to slowly strip in front of me, and then they got to work on Valerra. Laika reached around the lady dragon and untied her belt, while Naomi slipped the robe down my mate’s shoulders and over her bare back. 
 
    “Wow, you’re even more beautiful than I imagined,” Naomi sighed as she traced a line down Valerra’s spine. 
 
    “Keep touching her,” I directed the lizard mage. 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Naomi offered a cheeky grin and then reached around to grab Valerra’s breast.  
 
    As the lady dragon moaned against my cock, the vibrations sent shockwaves through my body, and I looked down to see Laika had taken the dragon’s other breast. Naomi and Laika kneaded and rubbed Valerra’s tits as she tongue-fucked me, and I couldn’t hold it in any longer. Electricity raced up my spine as my muscles seized, and my legs shook as I reached my peak.  
 
    “Godsssss,” I groaned as I released gallons of my dragon seed into Valerra’s hot mouth. 
 
    “Hummm!” Valerra gurgled, and she opened her mouth wider to take in all of my juices. Then she slurped and sucked down every last drop of my hot cum before she sat back on her heels and released my cock with a pop. “It tastes so good!” 
 
    “I’d take a tongue lashing from you any day,” I growled and then pointed to the bed. “Now, it’s my turn.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Valerra stood and headed for the bed with Naomi and Laika right behind her. Laika’s bushy gray tail swayed with her curvy hips, and I bit my lip as I resisted grabbing it before she made it to the bed. 
 
    “Where should we go, my lord?” Naomi asked and batted her eyelashes playfully. 
 
    “Lean over the bed,” I ordered them as I yanked my shirt over my head and tossed it to the floor. 
 
    My lovers complied, and soon I had three plump asses facing me with perfect wet slits exposed at the bottom. It was like a fucking buffet. 
 
    So, I started with Naomi, crouched behind her, and grabbed her hips. 
 
    “Oh!” the lady lizard gasped and then moaned as I dragged my tongue over her soft pink lips. 
 
    Naomi’s thighs trembled next to my face as I licked and teased the folds of her sweet pussy. She whimpered with pleasure, and the other two women let out small sighs of desire for their turns. After a few minutes of this, I slipped one finger inside Naomi’s hot canal as I leaned back and eyed my next target. 
 
    Then I scooted over and plunged my tongue inside my wolf-warrior while I finger fucked Naomi. 
 
    “Gods!” Laika cried out and dug her claws into the blankets. “Lord Evannnnnn! That feels… incredible!” 
 
    I bit and sucked on Laika’s swollen clit as she growled and shivered with pleasure. I could feel the heat of her impending climax quickly start to rise, but I wanted to try something else. 
 
    So, I flicked her pussy once more and then slipped my fingers from Naomi’s quivering canal and into Laika’s before I scooted over to Valerra. She bounced up and down impatiently, and her delicious ass jiggled with every move. Then I delved into her dripping folds with my tongue, and her back arched as she whimpered. 
 
    “Evannnn,” the lady dragon moaned. 
 
    I pumped my fingers in and out of Laika’s sopping wet pussy as I stroked Valerra’s throbbing lips with my tongue. Within minutes, I could tell my dragon mate was nearly at her peak, and I pulled away with a grin. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” Valerra whined as her hazy golden eyes found mine over her shoulder, but she could barely muster up a glare. 
 
    “I want you three to cum together,” I said as I stepped behind Laika. 
 
    “How are we--” the wolf started to ask before I drove my cock inside her hot tunnel. “Ohhhhhh!” 
 
    Then I slid two fingers inside each of Valerra and Naomi’s wet pussies, and I thrust my hips and hands back and forth to fuck all three women at once. Their thighs quivered against the bed, and three pairs of hands ripped into the blankets as their bodies contorted with pleasure. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Naomi squealed as her hot juices coated my hand and dripped down my wrist. “I-I’m about to cum!” 
 
    “Me, too!” Valerra moaned, and her velvety inner walls locked my fingers in a death grip. 
 
    “I… can’t… stop!” Laika nearly screamed. 
 
    I grinned as I felt all three of their pussies tighten with their orgasms, and a rush of sweet nectar poured over my hands and cock like a trio of waterfalls as my women jerked and moaned. Their orgasms sent shockwaves through my own body as I released another hot load of my seed deep inside the wolf Demi-Human’s empty womb, and it felt like lightning coursed through my veins as my cock spat shot after shot of my warm dragon semen until it spilled down her olive thighs. 
 
    “I want your seed, too,” Naomi pouted after a moment, and she ran her fingers through her mussed magenta hair. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll get it,” I chuckled as I slipped out of Laika’s dripping pussy and turned to Naomi. “Lay on your back.” 
 
    The lizard flipped onto her back and scooted up the bed with her legs spread open wide. Her plush pink lips were still swollen and sopping wet from her orgasm, and my cock twitched as I climbed up onto the bed after her. Then I kneeled down between her thighs and plunged my shaft down her tight tunnel. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she screeched as she dug her claws into my forearms. 
 
    “I’ll fill your pussy until it overflows,” I growled as I thrust my hips back and forth. 
 
    “Yes, please!” the lizard moaned. “I want your seed more than anything else! I need it! Please, fill me up until I burst with it, my lord!” 
 
    “And I’ll fill her mouth,” Laika volunteered in a hoarse voice, and the wolf climbed over Naomi’s prone body and straddled her face so that my cum could flow down into the lizard-woman.  
 
    Naomi grabbed Laika’s hips, and I watched my warrior’s back muscles ripple as she rode the mage’s face while I fucked her pussy. Then I looked over to see Valerra stroking her swollen clit, and I growled as I tried to think of a way to taste her sweet juices. 
 
    Finally, I had an idea, and I used my fire magic to create a sling and attached it to the ceiling with my stone magic. Valerra watched me with curious eyes, and I pointed to the sex swing made of fire. 
 
    “I saw it in a movie once,” I explained. “Hop on.” 
 
    The flaming seat would only work for her since she was a dragon, and she knew it. So, my mate smiled slyly as she climbed over Naomi and sat in the swing. Then I grabbed her legs and threw them over my shoulders as I cleaved through her slippery folds with my tongue. 
 
    “Ohhhh, Evan!” Valerra moaned as she dug her heels into my back and pulled me even closer. 
 
    I licked my dragon mate’s juicy pussy with vigor while I pounded my cock into Naomi’s sweet tunnel. Meanwhile, Laika moaned and grinded her hips against Naomi’s face as she neared another orgasm. 
 
    I could tell Laika was close, so I leaned forward with one hand to grip her bushy gray tail as it swayed back and forth between us. As I stroked the appendage from the base to the tip, she moaned and shook with a forceful climax that left Naomi gasping for air under the flood of Laika’s sweet cream. Her orgasm started a domino effect as Naomi’s walls tightened around my cock, and she gripped Laika’s back while her orgasm coursed through her body. The lizard mage’s hips nearly lifted from the bed, and she screamed with pleasure as her juices flowed over my shaft. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I moaned against Valerra’s steaming pussy, and I reached up to grab one of her luscious tits and rubbed her little brown nipple. 
 
    “Oh, godsssss,” she groaned and threw her head back. 
 
    The movement tipped the swing so her pussy was pushed all the way up to my chin, and I plunged my tongue inside her just as she climaxed. I tongue fucked her and lapped up her sweet nectar while she thrashed and moaned with her orgasm, and a growl rumbled in the pit of my chest. 
 
    “My lord, fill me!” Naomi begged as the wracking waves of her orgasm slowed. “Give me all your seed!” 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” I growled as I unloaded what felt like a gallon of cum into the lizard’s hungry little womb. 
 
    I thrust my hips back and forth to feel every inch of her tight pussy as my climax made the hairs on my neck stand on end. My cock continued to blow my seed inside the lady mage until I was nearly out of breath, and I let out a hot sigh as the last few droplets slithered down Naomi’s thighs. 
 
    “Gods, I’ve never had such strong orgasms,” the lizard murmured. 
 
    Her legs crashed to the bed as she sighed with pleasure, and Valerra gracefully flipped out of my fiery sex swing and laid on the bed next to her. Then Laika slid from Naomi’s chest and flopped onto the bed on the lizard’s other side. 
 
    “Isn’t this the best thing that’s ever happened to you?” the wolf sighed. “I love every second with Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Naomi agreed as her hooded amber eyes found mine. 
 
    My gaze traveled over my three beautiful lovers, but my boundless lust was dampened by a sudden growl from my belly. 
 
    “Apparently, I’m hungry,” I chuckled. 
 
    Then a delicious aroma wafted its way into the room, and I turned to inhale deeply. 
 
    “What is that?” Laika’s furry gray ears perked up as she leaned up onto her elbow. “It smells so good!” 
 
    “Let’s go find out,” I suggested as my stomach rumbled again. “Now, where are all the clothes?” 
 
    “I’ll just go naked,” Valerra teased. “I’m too hungry to look for clothes.” 
 
    “I could always call your ladies-in-waiting,” I offered with a cheeky grin. “I’m sure they’d be happy to help dress you.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” the lady dragon hissed and scurried off the bed. 
 
    The other two women laughed as we pulled on our clothes and headed downstairs, and when we made it into the dining hall, Ruslan, Julia, Alyona, Aaliyah, and Miraya were already eating and talking together. They all looked up from their plates as we entered the room, and Ruslan offered a big smile. 
 
    “Hey, son,” he greeted me with a wink. “We weren’t sure if you’d be joining us for dinner.” 
 
    “I don’t miss too many meals.” I smirked before the four of us sat down. “Especially when we have such a good chef.” 
 
    I looked down at Forsythe’s latest meal and recognized a favorite from my home on Earth. It was meatloaf, but it smelled a little different than just beef, and it was nearly triple the size my Aunt Emma used to make. So, I leaned forward and cut off a huge chunk and dumped it on my plate. Then I spooned some of the steamed green beans, some soft sweet potatoes with a puffy white sauce over the top, and jellied peaches with cinnamon sprinkles. 
 
    As I forked a bite of the meatloaf into my mouth, I recognized the beef had been mixed with pork and possibly veal. The combination was tender and juicy, and the explosion of various seasonings filled my mouth. 
 
    “I think Forsythe might need to come with us,” I joked after I swallowed the bite. “I’m not sure I can live without his cooking.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m the one who hired him!” Ruslan argued with a laugh. “You can’t steal him away.” 
 
    “No promises,” I growled and shoveled another bite into my mouth. 
 
    We continued with the dinner, and we laughed, joked, and chatted for over an hour. It felt like a Sunday family dinner, or at least it was how I imagined one would be since I never knew my dad and my mom had passed away. This meal was one of several times I’d thought about how Inati felt more like home to me than Earth ever had. Yeah, I’d tried to find my purpose there with EMT school and helping people, but my life had just been an existence. I wasn’t even sure if anyone besides Aunt Emma realized or cared when I’d been transported here. 
 
    Yet here, I was needed, loved, and feared. For some, I was even celebrated as a hero. My name and my legend were already spreading throughout Rahma, and I was well on my way to becoming its king.  
 
    And once I became king, something told me I’d be able to keep going even further. 
 
    “Ready for dessert, my lord?” Forsythe’s deep voice interrupted my thoughts of future conquests, and I jolted as I looked up at him. 
 
    “What?” I asked in a daze. “I thought the peaches were dessert.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” The deer shook his head, and his antlers swung dangerously close to the tray he held with a fancy lid on top. “I whipped up something special for your last evening with us before you return to your campaign.” 
 
    Forsythe set the dish on the table before me and whipped the lid off with a flourish to reveal a cake that was nearly a foot tall. The frosting was purple and white, and it swirled around together to look like clouds in the night sky. Deep red and clear sugar crystals dotted the sides and top of the confection, and my mouth drooled as I stared at the huge cake. 
 
    “Gods,” I mumbled. “That looks amazing.” 
 
    “I can’t take all the credit,” the chef declared with a slight bow. “Arthur baked the cake. I only made the frosting with some blueberries and other sweets I had in the kitchen from today’s harvest.” 
 
    “It looks phenomenal,” Alyona breathed. 
 
    “I bet it tastes even better,” I added with a grin. 
 
    “Would you do us the honor of cutting the cake?” the princess asked Forsythe. 
 
    “Of course, milady!” the deer replied as a smile cracked his furry face. Then he pulled a knife out from his apron and set to work creating the perfect slices for each of our plates. 
 
    Once everyone had their pieces, I put a bite into my mouth, and it dissolved on my tongue like a snowflake falling from the sky. 
 
    “This is magnificent!” Aaliyah purred as she shoveled more of the cake into her mouth, and her golden hair happily swished back and forth behind her. 
 
    “Like taking a bite of the heavens and tasting the clouds,” Miraya added dreamily. 
 
    “I have to agree,” I murmured. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to let Arthur know you liked it,” Forsythe said and took another bow before he strode back into the kitchen. 
 
    We finished the cake without any more conversation, and I figured it was a combination of how fucking delicious it was and how late it had gotten. By the time I finished my piece, I looked down to see my belly was slightly distended from all the food, and my eyes drooped with exhaustion. 
 
    Maybe if I just closed my eyes for a second, I’d power nap and be good to go. 
 
    “My lord,” Alyona roused me as she put a hand on my arm. “Let’s go to bed. You shouldn’t sleep at the table.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I mumbled and looked around to see an empty table. “Did everyone else already go to bed?” 
 
    “Yes,” she giggled. “I said I’d get you to ours. Come on.” 
 
    My fiancée gripped my elbow as I stood from the table and let her lead me down the hall to our chambers, and I’d barely stumbled into the room and flopped onto the bed before sleep completely took over. 
 
    My dreams that night were dark and foreboding. I stood on a vast, empty stretch of land, and there was nothing around me as far as the horizon. Raw power permeated the air and seeped into my bones, and the magnitude of such a force shook the planet beneath me. The ground was red and black below my feet, and somehow, I knew one quake had set off hundreds more. 
 
    “Rahma will fall,” a deep voice echoed around me. 
 
    “Who said that?” I demanded as I whipped my head around, but I couldn’t find the source. “Who are you?” 
 
    Before the voice could respond, another rumble shook the ground at my feet, and I looked down to see cracks shattered the surface. Then it all split apart, and I was trapped on one piece of ground while the rest floated away into a black abyss like ships sailing into a fog. 
 
    I reached out for the land… 
 
    And fell out of the bed. 
 
    I groaned as I sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes.  
 
    What the fuck kind of dream was that? 
 
    After I regained my bearings, I stood up and scratched my head just as a light tap sounded at the door. I looked over to see Alyona was still sleeping soundly, so I walked over to the door and pulled it open. 
 
    Ruslan stood before me, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Well, except he normally hid his tail with magic, but whatever. 
 
    “Good morning, son,” he said, and his enthusiastic grin helped get rid of the images from my dream. “I figured we could have a father-son talk before you leave. Sound okay?” 
 
    “Sure, Pops,” I agreed before I followed him out into the hall and shut the door behind me.  
 
    We walked down the hall and out the front door. The sun shone brightly, and I could hear people talking and laughing as they started their day. 
 
    Whatever that dream was, it didn’t seem to be happening now. Hatra was thriving, and I would make sure it always did. 
 
    “So, you feel confident about your new abilities?” my father asked as we strolled through the courtyard toward the market. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “Ever since you reminded me of my own goals, I don’t worry as much about everyone else’s. Well, except for the king’s goals.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ruslan raised a crimson eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s just…” I ran my fingers through my hair as I considered how to tell my father what Rodion had ordered. “If we don’t succeed in securing Atheson, he wants us to break the whole peninsula off with my earthquake magic.” 
 
    “That seems harsh,” he replied with a frown. “Did he say why he wanted to take such extreme measures?” 
 
    “Apparently, the guy in charge of Atheson wants to use the Old Edict to challenge Rodion as the King,” I explained. “Now, he didn’t say that’s why we had to send them packing, but I don’t think their lack of loyalty is enough to warrant what could be genocide.” 
 
    “I agree,” my father hummed as he rubbed his chin. “This is most upsetting.” 
 
    “Yeah, Alyona’s freaking out,” I sighed. “I just told her we’ll do what we do best and go from there.” 
 
    “Seems like good advice.” Ruslan nodded. “What does she think?” 
 
    “We haven’t talked much since then,” I admitted and kicked a rock into the road. “We need some time alone.” 
 
    “You should make sure you get it,” he advised. “You and the princess should always be working toward the same goal.” 
 
    “I know.” I frowned and looked over my shoulder at the Lunar Palace. “I’ll make time to talk with her alone. I don’t want her to worry about it.” 
 
    “She’s a woman,” my father chuckled. “She will always worry, but she will worry less if you talk to her. Trust me, I have many years of wisdom on this subject.” 
 
    “True,” I laughed and gently punched him in the arm. “You give some pretty good advice, old man.” 
 
    “Hey!” he cried out with mock offense. “I am not old.” 
 
    “You’re like a thousand years old,” I replied with a cheeky grin. “That’s old as hell, Pops.” 
 
    “Nope.” He shook his head. “Hell is much older.” 
 
    We laughed as we turned back toward the palace, so I could prepare to head back to Kana, and when we walked in the front door, Aaliyah’s voice echoed down the hall. 
 
    “They’re back!” the lioness called out. 
 
    “Good,” Julia said as she hustled into the great hall and wrapped me up in a hug. “I wanted to say goodbye, too, you know.” 
 
    “I haven’t left yet,” I chuckled and squeezed my mother in a loving hug. “And I’ll be back again soon.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so.” Julia’s voice was muffled against my shirt, and when she straightened back up, tears glistened in her pale blue eyes. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Always,” I vowed. 
 
    I turned to see Alyona, Laika, Miraya, Valerra, and Naomi had joined Aaliyah, and my lovers were giving their own teary goodbyes to the Crimson Dragon. After some hugging and kissing, I gripped my father’s forearm and nodded, and after he returned the nod, I walked over to Valerra. 
 
    “It won’t be as long next time, I promise,” I said softly. “And you can send me a message anytime.” 
 
    “I probably won’t,” she replied with her nose up in the air before she clenched her jaw and looked me in the eye. “But I might.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” I winked and pecked her on the cheek. 
 
    Then I walked over next to Alyona and the other women as the princess began the spell to open the portal. 
 
    “Make a path to the distant place in my memory,” she intoned as she traced a circle in the air. “Transcend both time and space. And make both places the same.” 
 
    Suddenly, the glowing circle appeared before us, and through its shimmering surface I could just make out the art-filled great hall of Kana’s palace. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said as I gestured for my women to go through first. 
 
    Alyona waited with me, and we waved goodbye before we followed the others through the portal. 
 
    “Oh! Lord Evan!” Vallen cried out as he scurried into the room, and the lizard Demi-Human was pale and wide-eyed. “You have arrived just in time!” 
 
    Before I could ask what he meant, a flurry of soldiers rushed through the room and out the front door. 
 
    “Vallen, what’s going on?” Naomi demanded as she stepped forward to address her brother. 
 
    “It seems we are under attack,” the lizard leader yelped and wrung his hands. “There’s a group of warriors at the front gates!” 
 
    “Again?” I groaned as I headed for the door. “Why are all these dickbags attacking my cities all of a sudden? What do they want?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask,” Vallen said meekly. “Should I go with you?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I’ll take care of this.” 
 
    Time to burn a few more bastards. 
 
    A dragon lord’s job was never done.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    I ran outside the palace with my women hot on my heels, and I could hear a bunch of shouting and then an explosion that shook the ground and brought the images of my dream back to the forefront of my mind. 
 
    Was this what my dream had been about? 
 
    I shook my head and kept running toward the gate. As we got closer, I heard the crashing sounds of swords hitting something hard, and when we came around the corner, I saw an echidna scuttling through the entrance to Kana. The huge scaly beetle towered over the Kana guards, and its bright red eyes flitted around to search for its plan of attack. The fur that lined its back stood on end, and the lizard warriors were trying valiantly to fight it back out, but their swords did nothing to its hard shell. Even if their swords worked, they were so close they would be burned by the beast’s toxic blood. 
 
    “Echidna!” Ravi shouted from above us, and I looked up to see the phoenix flying overhead. “I’m going to see if there are more outside the wall!” 
 
    I nodded, and she zoomed out over the city wall. 
 
    “Find the others,” I ordered, and my companions hurried away to find Nike and the dryads before I rushed over to Abel, who was snapping off orders. “Abel, I can help you, but I need the other guards to get back.” 
 
    “We cannot allow the beast to push its way into the city,” the lizard warrior argued. “It would take countless lives.” 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “If they’ll back up, I can build up the sand into a wall.” 
 
    “That creature just pushed through our gate like it was a child’s toy,” Abel said with a dry laugh. “You think sand will hold it back?” 
 
    “I’ve used it on them before.” I smirked and raised an eyebrow. “Or do you doubt my fighting abilities now?” 
 
    Abel cocked his head to look at me for a moment before he turned to his guards. “Everyone, back up! Lord Evan needs room to fight the beast!” 
 
    The warriors immediately shuffled back from the echidna, and I stepped forward and called on my stone magic. I lifted a wall of sand up on three sides of the beast, and the echidna released its piercing shriek at the barrier. The lizard guards covered their ears against the deafening sound, and I conjured a wave of my healing magic to protect everyone from the noise. 
 
    Then I heard my group running up behind me, and I turned to see Nike, Laika, and Aaliyah preparing for battle with blades and claws while the dryads, Alyona, Miraya, and Naomi discussed magical tactics. 
 
    “It’s impervious to fire, right?” Polina asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ravi answered as she swooped down and landed on the dryad’s shoulder. “And its blood will poison you. These are the creatures that kept my tribe running for years and the reason I finally sought help from Lord Evan.” 
 
    “They don’t usually travel alone,” I murmured. “Why is this one by itself?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” The phoenix frowned. “Perhaps we’re lucky.” 
 
    “We don’t get that lucky,” I laughed. 
 
    “What should we do, Lord Evan?” Abel called out. 
 
    I turned back to see the lizard guards standing just outside the sandy wall that contained the beast with their swords and bows at the ready. 
 
    “We need to get it out of Kana,” I advised. “I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    Abel dipped his head, and I shifted into my dragon form. Then I kicked up sand as I flew up into the sky and hovered over the echidna. From up here, I could see the creature was trying to burrow into the walls I’d created, but it couldn’t get through and continued to screech. 
 
    “What’s your plan?” Ravi asked as she flew up next to me. 
 
    “I need to get some more space,” I said before I dropped closer to the echidna and grabbed it with my foreleg. 
 
    My claws were just big enough to grasp the echidna’s hard shell, and it squealed as I clenched tighter and lifted it from the ground. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as some of the beast’s toxic blood hissed against the skin of my clawed foot. 
 
    I flew over the city wall and further out into the desert. Then I focused on my earthquake magic to use the trick I’d learned in my spiritual sea. The ground shook as a jagged line cracked across the sand underneath me, and I called on my terra magic to pull the crack wider and wider until it was big enough for the echidna. The giant beetle thrashed and screeched in my claws, and then I dropped it into the abyss. 
 
    I used my terra magic to push the opening closed, and I could hear the blood pounding in my ears once the echidna’s screeching was gone. Then I shook my head to clear the throbbing noise, and my automatic healing flushed the poison out from my veins. 
 
    “That was new,” Ravi chuckled as she hovered near my head. 
 
    “Just a little something I picked up,” I snickered. “Let’s get back.” 
 
    We flew back into the city, and I released the walls of sand that had been blocking the echidna. The soldiers jumped back as the sand crashed to the ground in front of them, and I shifted back into my human form to land next to Abel. 
 
    “Where is it?” the warrior asked as he peered around me to the gate. “What do we do if it comes back in?” 
 
    “It won’t.” I smirked. “But we do need to be prepared for more. They typically travel in colonies, and--” 
 
    “Look out!” one of the guards bellowed. 
 
    I turned back around to see a swirling funnel of sand tearing through the open gate. It picked up more sand as it went, and it ripped through the cobblestoned street toward the city. 
 
    “A sandstorm?” I raised an eyebrow. “What the fuck is going on here?” 
 
    The guards dove out of the tornado’s path, and I stepped in front of it with my mouth open. Then I bellowed a column of fire onto the whirling sand, and small sections began to heat up from the flames. The fire heated the sand into chunks of glass, and they crashed noisily to the ground as the funnel continued to barrel toward me, but it had lost some of its power. 
 
    Ravi flew over the funnel and poured her own flames into the sand tornado with mine. More shards of glass shattered to the ground until only a swirl of wind remained and then dissipated into the air between us. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Abel called out as he and the other guards emerged from their hiding places. “Is it gone?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I have a feeling we’re not done yet,” I grunted. “Neither of those should have randomly appeared and definitely not at the same time.” 
 
    “Is Kana under attack?” Naomi asked as a glint of anger flashed in her amber eyes. 
 
    Before I could respond, a large spinning circle appeared in the air where the city gate had stood. Then the portal opened, and a small army poured into the city like an ebony waterfall. The intruders wore black robes and turbans that left only their eyes exposed, and they looked like ninjas as they sprinted out of the portal with swords and staves. 
 
    The lizard warriors immediately jumped into action and struck down the first few men. Then Laika, Nike, and Aaliyah sprinted into the fray, and I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage to join them. 
 
    “Miraya!” I called out to the spirit. “I need you with me!” 
 
    The sword spirit dipped her head and disappeared. Her essence filled my spiritual sea, and the Sword of Hatra nearly vibrated in my hand with her power. So, I gripped the handle of my blade, dashed toward the invaders, swung the sword in a wide arc, and sliced through my first opponent like warm butter. His two halves slid to the ground, and I moved on to plunge my blade into the gut of another. 
 
    “Who are these guys?” Laika growled as she whirled around and cleaved her broadsword through a black-robed intruder. 
 
    “No idea,” I grunted and threw a fireball at a man who tried to jump on Aaliyah’s back. “But I intend to find out.” 
 
    “Watch out!” Naomi yelled and threw her own black burning orb. 
 
    The lizard mage’s fireball hurtled through the air and engulfed another intruder in ebony flames right behind me. 
 
    I whipped around to see the man burning, and something caught my attention on the other side of the flames. One of the intruders had stayed back while the others attacked, and he stood just past the portal. His hands were tucked into the sleeves of his black robe as he watched the battle take place. His turban wrapped around his face, and I could only see the dark centers of his wide eyes. 
 
    “That’s who we need to go after,” I murmured as I subtly motioned in his direction. 
 
    “How do we get him?” Alyona asked. 
 
    The princess conjured a stark white tendril of magic that billowed from her palm like smoke, and she blew it across her hand. Then the ivory tendril shot out and wrapped around another attacker. 
 
    “What the--” he cried out before Alyona clenched her fist, and the magical rope squeezed him until his eyes bulged from his head and he collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    “We have to make our way closer,” I said and ducked to avoid a wayward arrow. “Let’s fan out and surround him.” 
 
    My group nodded and leaped back into battle as we slowly made our way around the man I suspected was the leader. I slashed and stabbed as I crept closer to him, and when I was still about ten paces away, he seemed to realize how close I’d come. 
 
    “Stay back, dragon!” the man bellowed in a deep voice as he uncovered his hands. 
 
    I could see the skin of his hands was mottled with deep purple splotches that looked almost like bruises, and he calmly clutched them together over his chest. Then his dark eyes narrowed into slits as I approached him at a cautious speed. 
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded as I got closer. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Following up,” he chuckled and then spun a finger in the air. 
 
    Suddenly, a gust of warm air blew through the open city gate and past the stranger into the corridor. The air kicked up sand and stones, and the lizard warriors had to duck and cover their eyes from the onslaught. 
 
    Then a green-tinted barrier rose from the ground between the portal and the guards and blocked the wind. It continued to soar above the warriors and created a bubble over the top of the melee. Both the lizard Demi-Humans and the remaining intruders stopped fighting to look up at the magical barrier, and I looked over at Alyona and Naomi. I expected one of them had created the protection spell, but they both looked at me with confusion. 
 
    “What is this?” the enemy mage hissed. 
 
    I wondered the same thing, but I didn’t have time to try to find someone who was helping us. I was the only one on this side of the barrier spell, and I had to take this mage out before he went back into the portal. So, I stormed closer to the mage, and he furrowed his brow before he conjured a spell I’d seen before. 
 
    Nue clouds billowed from the mage’s hands toward me, and I called on my fire magic to create a shield in front of me. The clouds sizzled against the fiery defense, and the mage’s face registered his shock. 
 
    “Alyona!” I called out to the princess. 
 
    “I see it!” she yelled back and activated her own spell. 
 
    Within seconds, the pure cleansing rain of Alyona’s counter spell poured down over the clouds, and they dissipated in a crackling steam. 
 
    “Ah, I’ve heard of you.” The mage scowled as his gaze drifted to Alyona and then back to me. “I believe we have a dear friend in common.” 
 
    “I have nothing in common with you,” I growled. “Surrender now, or you can die like your comrades.” 
 
    I gestured toward his fallen soldiers that littered the ground inside the barrier spell. Without the mage to help them, they were helpless against the Demi-Human warriors. 
 
    “Pawns,” the mage retorted with a careless wave of his hand. “They mean nothing. I’ll get what I came for.” 
 
    Before I could respond, the mage lifted his palms up, and thunder boomed overhead as a bolt of lightning cracked across the morning sky. Then droplets of rain sprinkled down, and I laughed at the watery attack. 
 
    “What’s this?” I held out my hand to catch the drops. “Rain doesn’t scare me.” 
 
    “Not yet,” he murmured and lifted his hands higher. 
 
    The tiny droplets soon grew until huge globules of water crashed to the ground and left soaking craters in the sand. I sidestepped a drop the size of a small car, and it exploded like a water balloon once it hit the ground. The water splashed up onto my arms, turned black, and sizzled as it burned my skin like acid. 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    I examined the burns on my arm, though my automatic healing was already repairing the damaged skin. Then out of the corner of my eye, I could see Alyona, Naomi, Nike, and Aaliyah running toward me. 
 
    “Stay in the barrier!” I called out and held up my hands. “The rain is toxic!” 
 
    Nike held out his arm to stop the women and nodded his head.  
 
    I conjured a new fire shield and held it over my head before I whirled around to find the mage, but he’d turned his back to me to continue around the barrier into Kana. 
 
    Big fucking mistake. 
 
    As I held the shield above me, I shot webs at the mage’s feet, and the sticky binding wrapped around his ankles and tethered him to the ground. 
 
    “Oh!” the mage cried out as he tipped forward and landed on his hands and knees in the sand. 
 
    His surprise seemed to affect his power, and the deadly rain slowed as he tried frantically to tear the webs away from his feet. 
 
    “You’re not getting away that easily,” I muttered and used my speed to bolt across the space between us. 
 
    Then I stabbed the Sword of Hatra through his blotchy hand into the ground, and the mage howled in pain. 
 
    The toxic rain stopped completely, and my fiancée rushed toward me with the others in tow. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Naomi asked as she examined my scaly forearm. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I smirked. “Healing power, remember?” 
 
    “Right,” the lizard mage chuckled before she turned to face the masked man as he writhed on his stomach and tried to reach the sword with his other hand to no avail. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” I advised with a sarcastic smile. “You can’t handle a Noble Sword.” 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Abel gasped as he ran over to join us. “He is the last enemy remaining. We’ve defeated the others.” 
 
    “Good, let’s figure out why he’s here,” I grunted. 
 
    “I’ll restrain him,” Alyona volunteered and then pointed at the captive. “Ties that bind, hold mine enemy, until his last breath is mine.” 
 
    A white rope of magic snaked from Alyona’s fingers to the mage and wrapped his arms against his sides, and then it lifted his body from the sand and held him in the air before us. 
 
    “Do you want us to move him?” Abel asked as he grabbed one of the mage’s shoulders. 
 
    “Unhand me, you filthy creature!” the mage spat out. 
 
    Naomi’s forked lizard tongue slithered out of her mouth with a hiss before she ripped the turban from the mage’s head. 
 
    We all stepped back in surprise as the mage’s face was revealed. He was bald from the top of his head to what we could see of his neck, he had no eyebrows or eyelashes, and the same purple splotches from his hands appeared on his head. It looked like he had some kind of skin condition, but in this world, I’d learned not to take anything at face value. 
 
    “What the hell is he?” I muttered to Alyona. 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” she stammered. 
 
    “A mystery even the great princess can’t solve,” the mage sneered. 
 
    “You don’t talk to her,” I snarled as the cruel smile fell from his face. “You talk to me.” 
 
    Even trapped, the mage was cool as a cucumber, and his spotted face was expressionless as I paced in front of him. 
 
    “I see now why Milo failed to obtain the Triad relics,” he murmured. “I didn’t realize a dragon guarded them.” 
 
    Milo again? Even dead, that mage was a pain in my ass. 
 
    “I killed him, his sister, and his dad already,” I chuckled. “Who are you supposed to be? The scary Uncle Scrooge?” 
 
    “No,” the mage snickered and then squirmed against the ropes. “I am--was Milo’s employer. When he failed to return with my requested items, I decided to obtain them myself.” 
 
    “Looks like you failed, too.” I smirked. “Why did you want them?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the captive replied and rolled his eyes dismissively as he tugged at the rope again. “You have obviously defeated me and plan to kill me.” 
 
    “That’s the smartest thing you’ve said all day,” I laughed. “You might as well quit trying to escape. I only have one other question before I’m done with you. Who is our mutual friend?” 
 
    “The amazing dragon doesn’t already know?” He feigned astonishment with a dramatic gasp. “I’m sure he’ll be coming for the relics soon enough.” 
 
    “It would be a waste of time,” I said. “No one can get them from me now.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” The mage scowled. “Until then, say hello to Olivier for me.” 
 
    “I should have figured that--” I started to say, but the mage had gained enough use of one hand to snap his fingers. 
 
    Within a blink of an eye, his neck snapped with them, and his head lolled forward as his body hung limp in the air. 
 
    “Gods,” Nike gasped. “Did he just…?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. “He just snapped his own neck.” 
 
    “Who is Olivier?” Abel wondered and stepped forward to poke at the dead mage. 
 
    “Someone else whose neck I’d also like to snap,” I murmured. “Could it be a trick?” 
 
    I felt out with my magical senses to get a sense of his status. 
 
    Classification: Human mage 
 
    Condition: Broken neck, severed spinal cord 
 
    Priority: Not applicable 
 
    Status: Deceased 
 
    Well, that answered that question. The mage was dead. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” Abel asked. 
 
    “First, we get rid of these bodies,” I decided. “The people have been working hard to rebuild their homes from the last attack. We don’t want them to come out here and see this.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the warrior agreed and rushed toward his soldiers to give the order. 
 
    “Then I need to know who put up the barrier spell,” I mused as I turned and scanned the handful of citizens who mulled around the entrance. 
 
    “I think I may know,” Naomi said as she looked over the small crowd carefully and then nodded. “Yes, I see him.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked. 
 
    “Equoth,” she answered. “One of my students.” 
 
    “Introduce me,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Of course,” she agreed. 
 
    “I’m going to close the portal, and then I’ll be right there,” Alyona advised before she hurried toward the magical opening. 
 
    I followed Naomi across the road to a group of three teenage boys clustered together next to a small building. They were all lizard Demi-Humans, and one looked to be about nineteen, while the other two looked a couple of years younger. As we approached them, the oldest boy clenched his jaw, and color drained from his face, so his bright blue scales stood out from his now-pale skin as he stared at us with matching blue eyes. 
 
    “Javo, Kamut, please leave us,” Naomi ordered. 
 
    The two younger boys nodded and sprinted away with only a glance over their shoulders. 
 
    “I’m not sorry I broke the rules, Lady Naomi,” the oldest Demi-Human said with his chin out. “But I had to help.” 
 
    “You aren’t in trouble, Equoth,” Naomi chuckled. “Lord Evan simply wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “To me?” Equoth’s blue eyes widened in surprise when I stuck out my hand. 
 
    “Manners, young mage,” my lover advised quietly. 
 
    “Y-Yes, of course,” the teenager stammered before he reached out and grasped my forearm. “Well met, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Well met, Equoth.” I smiled. “You were quite helpful in that battle.” 
 
    “I-I, ah, I just knew I had to do something,” he replied. 
 
    “It was a great barrier spell,” Naomi commended him. “Your power is still growing. Only a few months ago, you could barely conjure an orb.” 
 
    “Even since you’ve been gone, I’ve improved my orbs,” Equoth said as he puffed out his chest proudly. “Would you like to see?” 
 
    “Please.” My lover grinned and looked over at me. 
 
    Equoth took a step back with a slight smile and twirled one hand over the other palm. Suddenly, a bright blue light appeared in the air between his hands, and soon the tiny pinprick grew until an orb the size of a basketball hovered above his palm. It appeared to be made of fire like mine, but the flames were the same bright azure as the scales on Equoth’s neck. 
 
    “See?” The boy smiled broadly as he spun the orb between his hands. “It’s, like, three times bigger now!” 
 
    “It is,” Naomi agreed with a motherly smile. 
 
    I liked watching this side of her almost as much as I liked the ass-kicking mage side. 
 
    “Equoth, you seem like the type who knows when to do what’s right,” I said as I watched Naomi out of the corner of my eye. “I think you need some training in other areas to make you a well-rounded guard for the city of Kana.” 
 
    Naomi’s mouth dropped at my suggestion. 
 
    “A guard?” Equoth gasped as his blue eyes nearly popped out of his head. “You mean it, my lord?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled and turned to yell over my shoulder. “Abel! Come over here!” 
 
    “Yes sir!” The lizard warrior jogged over to us and stood with his hands on his hips. “What can I do for you, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Young Equoth here is a skilled mage,” I began. “And I’d like him to become just as skilled a warrior, so he can help guard Kana and keep her people safe. Do you think you could handle his training?” 
 
    “I would be honored to do as you ask,” Abel replied with a bow. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I declared. “Equoth will train for guard duties with Abel. I’ll speak with Lord Vallen to set everything up.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan!” Equoth exclaimed. “I swear, you won’t regret it.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to it.” I winked, and the young Demi-Human grinned before he ran after his friends just as Alyona walked over to join us. 
 
    “What did I miss?” she chuckled. 
 
    “Lord Evan decided my student will learn warrior skills to accompany his magical ones,” Naomi replied with a smile. “The boy is ecstatic.” 
 
    “What a great idea,” Alyona said, and it seemed like she knew exactly what I’d had in mind. “The portal is closed now. We should go let Lord Vallen know we’ve taken care of the attackers.” 
 
    “My lord, we can continue the cleanup here,” Abel added. “Lord Vallen will be happy to hear the news.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    So, I waved to Nike and my other lovers to walk with us back to the castle, and the dryads scurried over to me and wrapped me in a tight hug. 
 
    “We’re so glad you’re back!” Trina squealed as she snaked her arms around my neck. 
 
    “We really missed you!” Polina agreed and pecked me on the cheek. 
 
    “Like, reeeeally missed you,” Marina added with a wink of her emerald eye. 
 
    “I missed you, too,” I chuckled as they released me so we could continue walking toward the palace. 
 
    “How was Hatra?” Ravi asked as she fluttered above us. 
 
    “It was more intense than I planned on,” I admitted. “Apparently, some guilds have been trying to break in and steal our eggs.” 
 
    “Those bastards!” Polina cursed. “Did you kill them all?” 
 
    “Of course, he did,” Marina answered before I could open my mouth. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a badass dragon,” Trina agreed. “No one could even compare.” 
 
    “And Valerra will make sure no one else comes close,” Laika pointed out. “She’s already ferocious, but seeing her as a mother is, ah, intense.” 
 
    “She’s a badass, too,” Aaliyah clarified with a fanged grin. 
 
    “Ahhh, I miss Valerra,” Trina sighed. 
 
    “Even though she probably doesn’t miss us,” Polina sighed. 
 
    “She might!” Marina argued. “We’re bonded with the soul bridges now. She loves us, too.” 
 
    “She is a great lover,” Naomi agreed. 
 
    The dryads stopped and stared at the lizard Demi-Human with open mouths. 
 
    “You mean--” Polina started. 
 
    “She let you--” Trina cut her off. 
 
    “And Laika,” Naomi pointed out. 
 
    “And Laika?” Marina nearly shouted. “Ugh, I’m so jealous.” 
 
    “Once we’re all home together, I’m sure you’ll have your chance,” I laughed. “Valerra has gotten more used to her human form now. I think she even enjoys it a little bit.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree.” Laika bit her lip. “I also enjoyed her human form.” 
 
    My cock throbbed at the wolf’s hoarse voice, and I cleared my throat as I readjusted my trousers. 
 
    “Anyway, ah, we’re here,” I interrupted the conversation as we arrived at the palace doors. “Let’s go see Vallen.” 
 
    As soon as we walked inside, the small lizard leader scurried over and hugged his sister. 
 
    “Oh, Naomi!” he cried out. “I’m so glad you’re okay!” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” she muttered, but her lips twitched into a half-smile. “I can handle myself, Vallen.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know,” her brother said and released her. “Always the tough one, my dear sister. And the enemy?” 
 
    “Gone,” I answered. “The portal they used to enter the city has been closed, and your guards are cleaning up the streets as we speak. They’ll also need to repair the gate.” 
 
    “Repairs have been our specialty for the last few days,” Vallen murmured. “But, alas, repairs are better than funerals.” 
 
    “Indeed.” I nodded. “Now, the other thing we need to discuss is the young man Equoth.” 
 
    “Oh, that boy means well,” the lizard said carefully. “He hasn’t offended you, has he?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I replied and waved a dismissive hand. “He helped keep our people safe, and I assigned Abel to train him as a guard.” 
 
    “A mage as a guard?” Vallen’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “But why?” 
 
    “Naomi has guarded the city well with her magical abilities, right?” I narrowed my eyes as I awaited his response. 
 
    “Well, of course,” he agreed quickly. “But having two mages guard the city might put a target on us.” 
 
    “You would only have one,” I said, and Naomi’s amber eyes widened. “Naomi, if she chooses, would leave with us.” 
 
    “Why would she…” Vallen trailed off as he watched his sister stare at me with pure adoration. “You want to go with Lord Evan?” 
 
    “More than anything,” she sighed. 
 
    “What about Kana?” he argued. “What about an heir for our family?” 
 
    “I may have a solution for that,” Alyona interjected quietly. “I read about a spell that can renew your virility, Lord Vallen.” 
 
    “I’ve tried, milady.” Naomi frowned. “Nothing has worked so far.” 
 
    “The spell I found is not one you’d see in a typical text,” the princess said. “I only know it because of my time in the Cave of One Thousand Sages.” 
 
    “Why would you need it there?” Vallen asked. 
 
    “Many people go to the cave to seek guidance and salvation,” Alyona replied with a smile. “I’ve witnessed many miracles created by magic, and I would be happy to try the spell for you.” 
 
    “I’d try just about anything,” the lizard leader murmured. “I won’t hold my sister back from her love for Lord Evan, but I have to consider the future of my city as well.” 
 
    “If the spell works, you will support my decision?” Naomi wondered. 
 
    “Of course, dear sister,” Vallen replied and grasped his sister’s hands. “I want you to be happy, and I’ve known for years that you would find it eventually. I just didn’t expect it to be in this manner.” 
 
    “Then let’s try the spell!” Naomi chirped. “Princess Alyona is brilliant, my dear brother. She will not fail us.” 
 
    “Okay,” he agreed and turned to Alyona. “What do you need?” 
 
    “I need something from each of your parents and something you treasure,” she answered. “It has to be something you hold dear but are willing to sacrifice for your future children.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Vallen rubbed his hands together as he considered which object to use. “I have just the thing!” 
 
    Then the lizard leader scuttled out of the great hall and out of sight. 
 
    “This should be interesting,” Nike chuckled next to me. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed with a quiet laugh. 
 
    Suddenly, Vallen reappeared with an armful of various items, and he laid them gently on the floor in the middle of the room and spread them out.  
 
    I looked over his trove to see a man’s tunic with blue and white stripes, a woman’s bracelet with a large garnet stone in the center of the gold band, and a gold sculpture. I assumed the tunic and bracelet were his parents’ belongings, but I had to take a closer look at the gold carving. It was about a foot long, and it featured five heads in a straight line. Each person was a lizard Demi-Human, and upon further inspection, I could see one looked like Vallen, and another looked like Naomi. 
 
    “Your family effigy?” Naomi gasped. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “I have many pieces of art that remind me of our family,” Vallen answered as tears welled up in his eyes. “But I want to have my own family, too. If this is what I need to sacrifice, then so be it.” 
 
    “I think it will work perfectly, Lord Vallen,” Alyona said and put a gentle hand on the lizard’s shoulder. “Now, let’s place them in a triangle, and you stand in the middle.” 
 
    We helped the princess arrange the items around Vallen, and he watched from the center of the room with shining yellow eyes. Once the items were in place, Alyona stepped back and reached into her spatial storage. She pulled out a small book, no bigger than a shirt pocket, and thumbed through the pages until she found what she needed. Then she looked up at Vallen and smiled with angelic patience. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Vallen declared with a sniffle. 
 
    “Here we go,” Alyona murmured before she began to read from the book. “In the light of day, in the dark of night, blood runs deep.” 
 
    Suddenly, a beam of bright red light burst from Vallen’s father’s tunic and shined against the ceiling above Vallen, and the lizard Demi-Human gasped but didn’t move. 
 
    “Restore and renew, love and grace, foundation must be laid,” the princess continued, and a yellow light soared from the bracelet and met the red light above the leader’s head. 
 
    “For family, for the past, and for the future!” Alyona shouted the last line. 
 
    A white light shot out of the statuary and into the ceiling with the others, and then the lights brightened until I had to close my eyes or go blind. A shrill scream, like air released from a balloon, filled the room and echoed around us, but after what felt like an hour, the scream stopped, and the great hall was silent. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see Vallen standing in the center of the room, but he looked different somehow. 
 
    The lizard leader turned to meet my gaze, and I knew the spell had worked. He stood taller with his shoulders back and his head held high, like the weight of being sterile had held him down. His body seemed to know it had been repaired, and a grin stretched across his face. 
 
    “Princess Alyona!” Vallen boomed. “You’ve done it! I can feel it!” 
 
    “Are you certain, brother?” Naomi asked as she looked him up and down. “You don’t look any different.” 
 
    “Yeah, he does,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Really?” My lizard mate raised a magenta eyebrow at me and turned back to her brother. “I don’t see it.” 
 
    “Trust me.” I winked, and Nike nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Then I can go with Lord Evan and my sisters?” Naomi asked Vallen with a hopeful smile. “And you will find a mate?” 
 
    “A mate!” Vallen exclaimed as his eyes widened, and he put a hand to his brow. “By the gods, I’ve forgotten how to woo a female!” 
 
    “It’ll come back to you,” I laughed. “Like riding a bike.” 
 
    “A what?” Vallen’s bewildered expression had me laughing even harder. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Laika answered when I didn’t respond. “He does that.” 
 
    “Then tonight, we celebrate!” Vallen punched his fist up into the air. “To finding a mate and the rest of your journey!” 
 
    “We love parties.” I grinned. 
 
    “Yes, we do!” Polina cheered, and she grabbed her sisters and twirled around in circles. 
 
    “We can decorate!” Trina offered as she spun around. 
 
    “And pick out our outfits!” Marina squealed. 
 
    “Can’t we just wear these?” Laika asked with a frown. 
 
    “Battle clothes?” Marina scrunched up her nose. “No way.” 
 
    I’d like to help them, if I could, Miraya nearly whispered from my spiritual sea. 
 
    “Of course, come on,” I encouraged her. 
 
    Miraya appeared before me in a flash of white light with an ethereal smile, and the dryads cheered some more at her arrival. 
 
    “My dear sisters, we also need to find attire for Lord Vallen,” Miraya suggested. “He will be looking for a mate.” 
 
    “Oh, great idea!” Polina hooted. “This will be so much fun!” 
 
    “While you prepare, I want to go speak with Equoth,” Naomi decided. “He needs to know a few more things before we leave.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll go with you,” I agreed. 
 
    “I’d like to come as well,” Alyona added. “Together, we should be able to answer any questions he may have.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the lizard mage said sweetly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We walked out of the palace and into the courtyard, where several of the guards were cleaning blood from their armor in a water trough. 
 
    “Where are Abel and Equoth?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe they went to the arena,” one of the lizards answered. 
 
    “Thanks.” I waved, and we changed course for the arena where I’d originally fought with Abel as part of Lord Vallen’s show for the citizens. 
 
    We walked in through the tunnel under the seats and found Abel and his new student walking through sword maneuvers. 
 
    “Now, the grip is important,” Abel instructed. “You have to have both strength and range of motion.” 
 
    “Like a handshake,” I added, and Abel’s head jerked up to look at me. 
 
    “Exactly.” He grinned. “Lord Vallen approved our training?” 
 
    “He’s on board,” I replied. “Lady Naomi and Princess Alyona just wanted to cover a few things before we leave in the morning.” 
 
    “Then I will take my leave until then,” Abel said with a bow before he turned to Equoth. “Here at sunrise. Don’t be late.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Equoth saluted. 
 
    “Okay, everything is set for you to learn how to be a warrior,” Naomi murmured. “I only want to show you a few more things as a mage, so you’re prepared to protect our people.” 
 
    “Of course, milady,” the boy said and stood up straighter. “I’ve vowed my service to our city.” 
 
    “And you will make a great asset to her,” the lady lizard replied. “First, let’s work on the mirage I created to protect Kana…” 
 
    Naomi and Alyona worked tirelessly with Equoth to set up mirages, barriers, and other defensive maneuvers to keep Kana safe, and they answered his infinite questions and practiced repeatedly until the air grew colder and the three moons began to brighten in the sky. 
 
    I thought about reminding them of the party, but I knew this was important, not only to them but for Kana. The city needed someone to continue the work Naomi had been doing for years, and we needed to build a foundation of powerful generations that would be on our side. Our goal was about more than fancy parties with nobles. It was about creating a future for Rahma full of light and happiness. 
 
    I would handle the thieves and the demons as they came, and then I would rule Rahma with the almighty power of a Dragon King. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 11 
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