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    Chapter 1 

    The stone tower loomed over us like a storm cloud while the gatekeeper’s green eyes sparkled with amusement. The iron fence wrapped around the tower and continued down the beach to disappear into the ocean behind it, but the deep blue water hid the rest of the city of Pullis, and we looked out across the sea as the sun began its descent toward the horizon. 

    My hands were clenched at my sides as I tried to figure out how to solve the dilemma at hand. We needed to get into the city and investigate the information we found in Kyro’s letters before we’d left Atheson. Someone who went by “N” had claimed the Green Glass Sect was opening up rifts in various cities, including Pullis. We’d already found the one near Imunving, and the destruction it left behind was horrifying. Plus, Kyro was supposed to meet up with someone they called “the Fisherman,” so we had to figure out who that was, too. Any Sect member hiding out inside a city was dangerous, but we couldn’t do any of that from up here on the beach. 

    I looked over to see Princess Alyona, my beautiful fiancée, was chewing on her bottom lip while she twirled her raven forelock around her finger. The rest of her hair was stark white and braided down her back, while her violet eyes stared off into the distance. She’d been raised around magic, and her father was the king of Rahma, so she was a highly skilled priestess, and I could see she was trying to come up with a solution, too. 

    Then Naomi seemingly pulled a book out from thin air, but I knew she’d kept it inside her spatial storage. The lizard Demi-Human was a mage, and she’d been learning a lot of new magic from Alyona and the various books we’d picked up on our journey so far. She tucked a magenta hair behind her ear as she flipped through the pages and absently traced her finger down the scar that slashed from her forehead to her cheek. Though Naomi wasn’t the typical hunter or warrior type, the scar was a mark from a battle she’d won against her piece of shit brother. She’d made him pay with a spell that had paralyzed him, but I wanted to see his head on a stake for hurting one of my women, even if she wasn’t mine back when the injury happened. 

    Now, the lady lizard scanned the pages of the journal in her hand, and I figured she was trying to find a spell that would allow us to stay underwater for a while. I smirked when I pictured all of us packed into some kind of magical bubble to dive into the city below.  

    Being from another realm, I was pretty new at all this magic stuff. I was a quick learner, but I didn’t know a lot of the history and spells the mages used for our various needs. 

    We’d come to Pullis, a city known for merpeople, as the next stop on our campaign for King Rodion. We did not, however, realize the whole city was underwater. The only place that stood on land was the gatekeeper’s tower, and while he wasn’t putting up a real fight to keep us out, he’d made it clear the leaders of Pullis were the only ones who could give him permission to let us in, but we had no way to stay underwater for very long, so we had our work cut out for us. 

    I knew my automatic healing ability would allow me to stay underwater for a while, but I wasn’t sure how long, and that didn’t help me get the rest of my group there. The dryad sisters, Polina, Trina, and Marina could probably use their water magic for a while, but it only controlled water movement, so they’d still eventually need oxygen. 

    Ravi, on the other hand, hated water, and for good reason. Back in the desert where we met, the phoenix and I had protected the ashes of her tribe members who’d started their rebirthing process. The rain came out of nowhere in their desert hideaway, and if the ashes had gotten wet, the phoenixes wouldn’t have been able to be reborn, so Ravi looked fairly uncomfortable as she stared at the ocean in front of us. 

    Meanwhile, Aaliyah and Rebecca seemed to be itching for a fight with the gatekeeper, and the two sexy and muscular beast-women openly glared at him. The lioness’ gold robes and the bear Demi-Human’s silver robes shimmered together in the waning sunlight, and both of my lovers looked ready to claw his green eyes out of his head.  

    Miraya, on the other hand, sat calmly in the wagon with her hands in her lap while we tried to find a solution. As the spirit of the Sword of Healing, I supposed she could go wherever she wanted without worrying about oxygen, and if all else failed, she could always hop into my spiritual sea and breathe just fine. 

    Laika and Nike watched the gatekeeper, too, but they murmured to each other about how to handle him. 

    “We could easily take him down,” the wolf Demi-Human said under her breath. “He doesn’t even carry a weapon. Pompous merpeople think they can handle anything or anyone barehanded.” 

    Laika’s gray furry ears were flat against her head of silvery hair, and her hand sat on the handle of the dagger at her hip. Her broadsword was strapped to her back, though, and I knew it was her weapon of choice. The wolf-warrior was the leader of the Blue Tree Guild, and she’d faced many enemies even before we began our journeys together.  

    And she was damn good at kicking ass. 

    Nike, my best friend and fellow Noble of the Sword, also held tight to the handle of his blade and gazed through the iron fence at the tan-skinned merman. His silver eyes gleamed, and I could practically hear the gears turning in his head as he whispered back. 

    “I’ve never fought a merman before,” he murmured. “Do they usually use weapons? Perhaps they have magic.” 

    “They’ll use whatever is at hand,” Laika said, and her lip curled back into a snarl. “They have no limits as to how they win their conflicts, no moral code. They’re basically savages, barbarians.” 

    “While I’m usually all for fighting whoever stands in our way, the king said we can’t go in with guns, errr… magic, blazing,” I cut in quietly. “We have to try to stay civil. I know it’s hard, but we have to trust His Eminence.” 

    “Not to mention, we still don’t have a way to stay underwater,” Alyona pointed out as she gestured toward Naomi’s spell book. “I don’t think this will be easy to resolve.” 

    “True,” I agreed. “Kicking this guy’s ass won’t matter if we can’t go down to Pullis anyway. Can’t put the cart before the horse.” 

    “Well, then let’s find something,” Laika grunted as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Though I actually understood your Earth phrase that time.” 

    “This could take a while,” the princess replied, and she pulled her own text out from her spatial storage. “I’m not even sure where to start.” 

    “A vessel?” Marina suggested. 

    “Or a mask, perhaps,” Trina chimed in, and images of an old school metal diving helmet flitted through my mind as I cringed at the idea. 

    “Or a transformation spell,” Polina said with a shrug before she turned to me. “Wait, how did you breathe when you went after the Eternal Flame? You were underwater for a while, right?” 

    “Yeah, like ten minutes,” Laika agreed. 

    The dryad referred to the relic I’d recovered underwater from the Montague Oasis a couple weeks ago. The artifact had been hidden at the bottom of a lake guarded by water sprites, and I’d had to swim deep under the surface to retrieve it while also resisting its urgent calls to take over my soul.  

    No big deal. 

    “I used my healing magic on my lungs,” I explained. “When they started to burn for air, I sent a wave of healing energy to them.” 

    “Could you do that for all of us?” Rebecca wondered. 

    I considered the idea, but then I remembered how exhausted I’d been from using my stone magic to build all the walls and aqueducts in Hatra. I’d passed out from the amount of energy I had to use, and Miraya warned me about exerting too much power in a short amount of time.  

    Even now, the sword spirit was looking at me with narrowed eyes as though she knew I was thinking about trying it. Hell, she probably did know as much, since she was in my head. 

    “I don’t think I could make it work for very long,” I sighed and frowned. “And I wouldn’t have any time to recover, so my power would become depleted pretty quickly. Then we’d all be screwed.” 

    “Damn,” Rebecca pouted. 

    “Even if you find a way, I can’t let you in without permission from the royals,” the gatekeeper called out with a sneer. “You can’t simply surprise visit a whole city whenever you want.” 

    “We’ve done it before.” I smirked. “Plus, we’re royals, too. Kind of a big deal, really.” 

    “I don’t recognize you,” he retorted with a dismissive hand. “You must not be that important.” 

    “Oh, wowww,” I Owen Wilsoned, “a random guard doesn’t know who I am, why would you?” 

    “Either way, down there, you’d be a visitor,” he shot back. “You don’t have any royal flags, no announcements, nothing at all to prove you are royalty. For all I know, you’re just a bunch of bandits looking to steal from our city. You wouldn’t be the first to try it, and I’m sure you won’t be the last.” 

    “Who are you to doubt me?” I demanded and stormed closer to the gate. 

    “I am Galloway, Keeper of Pullis.” The merman tossed his neon purple hair over his shoulder with a proud jut of his chin. “No one gets into this city without going through me.” 

    “And I am Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash!” I thundered. “Once I find a way down there, you will not stop me.” 

    My voice boomed across the beach and rattled the windows of the stone tower, and Galloway took a step back as his eyes widened in surprise. 

    “W-We’ll see,” he stammered uncertainly and hovered in the darkened shadow of the doorway. 

    The merman thought he was a badass, but he hadn’t dealt with a dragon yet. 

    “For now, we should set up camp out here,” Nike suggested once I turned back toward the caravan. “We obviously aren’t going anywhere for a while.” 

    “Yes, the horses need to eat and drink,” Laika agreed. 

    “And us, too,” Aaliyah added as she rubbed her growling stomach. “I’m starving.” 

    “Same,” Rebecca laughed. “I can catch some fish in the ocean for dinner.” 

    “Great idea,” I approved. “We’ll get a fire started.” 

    “We can help bring the waves to shore with our magic,” Trina volunteered. 

    “Yeah, that way the fishies are easier to catch,” Marina added. 

    “Not that you need our assistance!” Polina giggled. “We just like to help.” 

    “Well, let’s go catch some fish, then,” the bear Demi-Human laughed. 

    Rebecca and the dryads giggled and made their way toward the beach, while the rest of us started to pull the tents and blankets down from the wagon. Then we began to set up camp near the fence that surrounded the stone tower.  

    Laika tied the horses to a tree and set out food and water for them as she lovingly stroked their noses, but she kept one eye on Galloway while she brushed out the horses’ manes and fed them treats from her pocket. 

    “I’ll go get some firewood,” Nike decided. “I don’t think the sand would hold fire very well, and I’m not in the mood for eating raw fish today.” 

    “True,” I chuckled as he headed toward the trees. 

    Aaliyah began to unroll the animal skins for the walls of the tents, and I plunged the poles into the sand. Then Alyona laid a blanket down on the soft sand, and she, Naomi, Miraya, and Ravi plopped down in the middle as they began to pluck more books out from their storages to sift through. Finally, Laika sauntered away from the horses to hover next to the other women with a watchful eye on Galloway.  

    The wolf-warrior didn’t seem to be fond of merpeople. 

    “Not a mermaid fan?” I asked her under my breath. 

    “Not in the slightest,” she replied with a glance in my direction. “The one we met in Colaruma was alright, but she was working. The others I’ve met believe they are above such things.” 

    “How can a city function if no one works?” I wondered. 

    “I’m sure a few of them are willing to work like Lorelei, but most of them are snobs with no manners or regard for others,” the wolf-warrior snorted. “They would steal the blade from your belt to defend themselves if they wanted to.” 

    “Well, now I’m really excited to meet them,” I deadpanned and glared at Galloway with her. 

    It was starting to sound like I wasn’t going to like the royal family here anymore than I’d liked Kyro. He also thought he was above everyone else and had broken one of Rahma’s most important laws. He’d created his own law that allowed slavery of those he considered less than himself, which was basically anyone who wasn’t a bear Demi-Human. I was still a little annoyed the Green Glass Sect tattoo had killed him before I could. I wouldn’t have minded roasting the big bastard in front of his old buddy Machezneda. 

    “Oooh, what about this?” Ravi interrupted my thoughts and pointed to a spell in one of the texts. 

    “Spirovio?” I asked with a raised eyebrow as I read over her shoulder. “It looks like it eliminates the need for oxygen. Sounds pretty legit.” 

    “It only works on humans,” Alyona replied without looking up. “Lord Nikolaus would be the only one of us who could use it, and even he isn’t truly considered the average human, so there’s no guarantee it would work properly on him.” 

    “What would it do to a Demi-Human?” I wondered. 

    “I wouldn’t want to test it out.” The princess frowned and flipped to another page. 

    Alyona was obviously frustrated with the lack of progress on her search. She’d spent many years in the Cave of One Thousand Sages, and she knew a lot of magic without the help of books, but this situation seemed to be unlike any other she’d encountered.  

    Hell, I wasn’t sure any of us had ever needed to spend a day at the bottom of the ocean, so this was all new territory for everyone. 

    “If only we knew a mermaid who could help us,” Ravi murmured. 

    “Yeah, they would probably know exactly which spell to use,” I agreed. “I can’t imagine they never have visitors.” 

    “If anyone wants to visit them,” Laika muttered. 

    “How about a halo?” Naomi suggested and held up her spell book. “We could all wear one easily, and it provides an automatic healing power similar to Lord Evan’s.” 

    “They only work for an hour at a time, two at most,” Alyona answered. “They’re sufficient for battle, which is what they’re usually used for, but I’m not sure how long we’ll need to be down there.” 

    “I agree.” I nodded. “I doubt we’ll be able to talk to the royal family and find the rift in less than an hour, especially if they’re as generous as Galloway here.” 

    The merman’s eyes jerked toward me at the mention of his name, but he stayed silent before he turned and stared down the beach.  

    I narrowed my eyes as I tried to figure out what he was looking at, but I couldn’t see anything besides sand, water, and some trees. 

    “It’s much too risky,” the princess hummed and brought my attention back to our conversation. “We need something that lasts infinitely.” 

    “What about Atmenus?” Miraya asked. “It’s transformative, right?” 

    “Yes,” Alyona agreed and looked up from her book as she twisted a lock of hair around her finger in thought. “I think it works on Demi-Humans, but only if they already have some sort of water creature on their non-human side.” 

    “Can’t water Demi-Humans already breathe underwater?” I wondered. 

    “Not always,” Miraya answered. “Just like not all lion Demi-Humans have retractable claws, and not all bird Demi-Humans can fly.” 

    “Exactly.” Alyona nodded. “Demi-Humans don’t get the exact same traits from their animal side. It’s simply a lucky slug.” 

    “Lucky slug?” I wrinkled my nose. “What the hell is that?” 

    “You’ve never played slugs?” Laika’s gray eyes glinted with amusement. “You mean, there’s a phrase we know that you don’t?” 

    “You play with slugs?” I chuckled and faked a gag. “That’s gross.” 

    “Well, if you pick the lucky one, it has the colored sand stuck to its belly,” Alyona explained with a smile. “Then you win.” 

    “So, getting the good traits as a Demi-Human is equivalent to picking up the prettiest slimy bug?” I laughed. “I mean, it does make sense.” 

    “See, you get it,” Alyona giggled. 

    “It’s still a fucking weird game,” I chuckled. 

    I guess growing up without video games meant coming up with some strange substitutions for entertainment. 

    “Nonetheless, we don’t have any water Demi-Humans anyway.” Ravi frowned and set her book down with a sigh, and then the phoenix flopped onto her back and stared up at the sky. “We’re getting nowhere.” 

    “Then take a break to eat,” Rebecca called out as she and the dryads returned to the campsite. 

    The bear Demi-Human held up two paws full of fish, and Nike had already returned and started to build the fire. 

    “Make yourselves at home,” Galloway chuckled from the tower. “You won’t be making it to Pullis any time soon.” 

    “Can I shut him up yet?” Laika growled, and she put her hand back on the handle of her dagger. 

    “Not yet,” I replied with a grim smile. “He’ll get his.” 

    Nike cleaned the fish and placed them into a pot over the fire before he sprinkled herbs over the meat and sat back to watch them cook. Within minutes, the aroma of our dinner wafted through the campsite, and my stomach growled in response. Then Alyona and Ravi pulled out fruits from the wagon, while the dryads grabbed water canteens. 

    We fixed our plates and sat down in silence, and as I chewed the savory meat, I thought about the likelihood of finding a submarine to take down to Pullis.  

    I bet the royals would agree to meet with us if we showed up in one of those. 

    Alyona, Ravi, Miraya, and Naomi continued to thumb through the spell books while we all ate quietly, and they mentioned a few more ideas for a magical solution, but nothing seemed to stick.  

    We were going to have to think outside the box to get under the ocean. 

    “Stupid landwalkers,” Galloway laughed suddenly, like he couldn’t help himself. “You have no idea what you’re doing.” 

    “How about I enlighten him now?” Laika snarled, but I grabbed her hand before it reached her dagger. “He seems to think we don’t know how to handle ourselves, and I’d like to educate him.” 

    “You won’t hurt me,” the merman sneered and took a brave step out of the tower. “If you do, the royals will never allow you to see Pullis.” 

    “If you keep talking, you’ll never see anything again,” the wolf Demi-Human growled. 

    My inner dragon roared in agreement, but I had to calm them both down. 

    Diplomacy was the key here. 

    “Everyone said the merpeople were rude,” Alyona reminded the wolf woman gently. 

    “Exactly,” I agreed. “You said the same thing. They have no respect for anyone else. We just have to be the bigger person right now and keep our cool.” 

    “Fineeeee.” Laika’s heaving chest slowed as she relaxed and nodded in agreement. 

    Then a bloodcurdling scream ripped through the air. 
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    I whipped around to look in the direction of the scream, and I could just make out two figures headed toward us. 

    “What the hell?” I growled and started to jog toward the pair. 

    As I got closer, I could see a woman running from a small creature wearing black rags. The woman was beautiful with her chocolate-colored skin glimmering in the sunset and long, bright red hair flowing behind her. Then I noticed her hand pressed to her very round belly, and I grunted as I picked up speed. 

    “Help!” the woman screamed and waved her other arm. “It’s after me!” 

    Her pursuer was about half her size, but I could see a familiar set of glowing red eyes, and I skidded to a stop between the beast and the woman. 

    “A dragon!” the creature hissed in a breathy scream before it took its true form. 

    The beast doubled in size, and its tattered black robes grazed the sand while black smoke poured out by its feet. Its red eyes burned inside its skull like fire, and its clawed fingers reached for me. 

    I’d faced one of these creatures before, but I sent out a status check to confirm it. 

    Classification: Spirit/wraith 

    Priority: Corrupt soul, healing required 

    Status: Deceased 

    “How--what is that?” the pregnant woman cried out from behind me. “It was just a child!” 

    The rest of my group finally caught up and surrounded the woman behind me. 

    “A wraith,” I replied without looking away from the beast. “What did it want from you?” 

    “I wanted her to join me,” the wraith screeched. “In the waters of the ocean, where a mermaid belongs! Yet, she denied me.” 

    “I can’t go into the water right now!” the woman sobbed. “I wanted to save you!” 

    I squinted in confusion. A mermaid who couldn’t go into the water? What the hell? 

    “Just like your kind, you chose to let me drown,” the spirit wailed in a breathy scream that seemed to contain the voices of more spirits. 

    “Don’t worry about her!” I cut in as I blocked the pregnant mermaid from the wraith’s view. “I know you need to move on, right? You’re stuck here somehow.” 

    “I don’t want to move on!” the wraith shrieked. “I want my revenge!” 

    The spirit suddenly slashed at my face with its long, black claws, and the creature’s sharp talons dragged through my skin and left stripes of blood across my cheek.  

    Before I turned back to face the wraith, my skin was already healing, and the wraith’s red eyes widened with surprise. 

    “You just fucked up, dude,” I growled and called out over my shoulder. “Miraya! We need to cleanse it!” 

    “Of course,” my lover agreed, and a flash of light momentarily blinded the wraith as Miraya entered my spiritual sea. 

    Then I drew the Sword of Healing from my belt and held the blade toward the wraith. 

    “Your weapons cannot harm me,” the creature laughed maniacally and then transformed into the shape of a young boy. “And you wouldn’t hurt a child, would you?” 

    The tiny spirit looked no older than eight, and his jet-black hair was wet and stuck to his forehead. His ragged clothes were sopping wet, too, and his bright gray eyes narrowed as he glared at me with hatred. 

    “No, but I’ll fix one,” I murmured as I called on my stone power. 

    Then I forced the sand to travel up the spirit boy’s legs and wrap around his waist. 

    “What are you doing?” The wraith’s voice was distorted as it tried to return to its spirit form. “This is impossible!” 

    “Your human form is tangible,” I replied with a smirk as I whipped the sword around to touch it to his chest. “Now, I can take care of you.” 

    “Don’t hurt him!” the mermaid woman cried out from behind me, but the dryads grabbed her arms to hold her back. “He’s just a boy!” 

    “I won’t,” I muttered. 

    I pressed the blade against the shimmering form, and Miraya boosted my healing magic as we sent a wave of power through the sword. A glittery burst of energy poured out from the blade and into the wraith’s chest, and it released a high-pitched wail that pierced our ears and seemed to fill the air around us until it was hard to breathe. The air became thick like we were breathing through cotton, and then the demonic presence inside the wraith began to dissipate. 

    It felt like pulling a blanket off my face as I breathed in the fresh ocean air after the essence had left the spirit’s form. Before us, the boy stood with his hands in front of him and his eyes cast downward. 

    “I am ashamed of the anger I held at my death,” the boy murmured, “but you have freed me.” 

    “Wait, why were you angry?” I asked. 

    “Because they watched,” he replied with a sad shrug and looked up at me with tears in his eyes. “I fell off the ship, and the merpeople of Pullis watched me struggle from below. Their faces, devoid of emotion, were the last thing I saw before I died, and my body was carried away by the sea.” 

    “You must have died before the merpeople were revealed to the world,” the mermaid woman said softly from behind me. “Our kind used to stay hidden away under the ocean when humans roamed the land.” 

    “And now they’re free, just as you are,” I told the boy. “Just let go.” 

    The boy closed his eyes as his skin faded into a dull gray before it began to crack and deteriorate, and within seconds, his body crumbled into ashes that blew away on the ocean breeze.  

    I turned back to make sure the woman was alright and finally got a good look at her. I’d already noticed her very round belly, and she wore a light blue tunic with a white skirt that billowed in the breeze on the beach. Her neon red hair practically glowed in the sun and flowed over her shoulders and down her back in waves.  

    I needed to be sure she and her baby were okay, though, so I sent out a status check. 

    Classification: Mermaid 

    Priority: Tired 

    Status: Needs rest 

    “Thank the gods,” the mermaid sighed. “I thought it was a boy, then it turned into that thing when I tried to help him.” 

    “Yeah, wraiths kind of do that,” I murmured. “Your people would have really let a child die to stay hidden?” 

    “That would have been centuries ago,” she replied with a frown. “I don’t know what they would have done. Who are you?” 

    “Lord Evan of Hatra,” I answered. “And you are?” 

    “Anja, Lady of Pullis.” The mermaid dipped her head. “And I owe you a thank you. You saved us.” 

    She rubbed her round belly with a fond smile, and I saw Alyona out of the corner of my eye smile and touch her own stomach. I couldn’t wait to put a baby in her belly, but right now, we had a job to finish. 

    “When are you due to have your baby?” Ravi asked, and the phoenix’s blue eyes also shone with longing. 

    “In two weeks,” Anja sighed. “It’s gone by so fast.” 

    “Boy or girl?” Polina wondered as my lovers began to step closer to the mermaid with interest. 

    “I don’t know.” The dark-skinned woman frowned. “Are you supposed to know?” 

    “You don’t have to,” Naomi assured her. “Some women use magic to find out before the baby is born.” 

    “Oh, no,” the mermaid said and shook her head. “I don’t need to use magic for my child. My sister likes magic, but I have no interest.” 

    “Well, I suppose that answers my question,” I muttered. 

    “What is your question?” Anja raised a red eyebrow. 

    “If you knew a spell that would let us all go underwater,” I replied. 

    “Underwater?” the mermaid repeated with her head cocked to the side. 

    “Lady Anja, my name is Princess Alyona,” my fiancée introduced herself. “We need--” 

    “Oh, gods, the princess?” Anja squeaked as her eyes went wide. “I was saved by the princess of Rahma?” 

    “Well, mostly my betrothed,” Alyona chuckled and gestured to me. “Lord Evan did most of the work.” 

    “I just can’t believe you would do that for me,” the mermaid gasped. “I’m not important.” 

    “Everyone is important in their own way,” the princess assured her. “Now, we have come to Pullis to speak with the city leaders, but your gatekeeper is, ah, not very inclined to help us reach out to them.” 

    “Galloway?” Anja pursed her lips in thought. “Yes, he is responsible for keeping people away from our city, but I owe you mine and my child’s life. So, I will speak to the Duke and Duchess on your behalf.” 

    Then the mermaid turned and marched toward the tower, and we fell into step with her. 

    “Do you have some good connections with them?” I asked. 

    “I should certainly hope we’re connected,” Anja giggled. “The Duchess is my sister.” 

    “Looks like we saved the right mermaid,” Aaliyah chuckled. 

    “I suppose so,” the mermaid agreed with a smile. “I’m sure my sister will be elated with the news of your good work.” 

    “So, why didn’t you go into the ocean?” I asked as the thought struck me. “You can’t drown, right?” 

    “No, I can’t,” she confirmed. “But I also can’t shift into my true form while pregnant, and any water that touches my skin can initiate the transformation into my mermaid body. The change is not only outside the body but inside as well, so it’s much too dangerous to transform this late in gestation. Most people believe whatever form you’re in when you get pregnant is the one you should keep until the child’s birth.” 

    “Ahh,” I replied. “That makes sense.” 

    “Where do you live while pregnant, then?” Trina wondered. 

    “In the tower,” Anja answered and gestured to the stone structure ahead of us. “Galloway keeps me company, but I do miss my husband.” 

    “He doesn’t stay with you?” It was difficult being away from Mona while she carried our child, but our relationship was a unique one. I couldn’t imagine leaving the centaur queen alone for the entire pregnancy when I was literally in the same city. 

    “He works for the city,” the mermaid sighed. “He does important work, so I can’t expect him to leave the people in need.” 

    “He could at least visit,” Aaliyah muttered, and her golden tail flickered with irritation. 

    Ravi nudged the lioness with an elbow, though I was pretty sure we all were thinking the same thing. 

    “Well, anyway, how easy will it be to gain an audience with the Duchess?” I asked to change the subject. “Is she super busy?” 

    “It won’t be hard to convince her,” Anja said carefully. “It will be getting in touch with her that takes some work.” 

    “Okay, how do we do that?” Alyona prodded after the mermaid hesitated for a moment. 

    “I can’t go into the water, but I have to be closer to the royal seat than I can be on land,” she explained. “Then I can use this.” 

    Anja tugged on a chain around her neck and pulled out a pendant that had been hidden under her tunic. A starfish made of a sand-colored stone hung from the gold chain, and the surface had been painted with gold and pink streaks that stretched from one end of the star to the other. The pendant was carved with extreme detail, too, and I could even pick out the tiny nubs on the starfish’s back.  

    “What’s that?” Naomi asked, and her voice was filled with awe. 

    “It’s a Parla,” Anja replied as she held the starfish up into the sun. “Each of my sisters has one. Mine is a starfish, but there are others like a minnow, turtle, various sea creatures. They allow us to communicate through the water.” 

    “I thought you didn’t like magic.” Rebecca raised an eyebrow and looked at the mermaid with confusion. 

    “This is different,” the mermaid hedged. “This works through the great power of the ocean. It is not a spell from a book and some herbs in a bowl. It calls on one of nature’s gifts.” 

    “I think I understand that.” I nodded. “When I use water magic or terra magic, it’s different than the feeling of a spell that’s been cast.” 

    “Exactly,” Anja said with a smile. “I know some people were born with the ability to use magic, but it is not the same as magic borne of the land and sea.” 

    As the mermaid concluded her explanation, we arrived at the gate to Pullis. 

    I don’t think Galloway is happy about our new friend, Miraya giggled from my spiritual sea. 

    Sure enough, the merman stomped out of the tower to the gate with hatred burning like fire behind his green eyes. 

    “Anja!” he exclaimed. “Why are you with these landwalkers?” 

    “They saved my life, Galloway,” she hissed with a reproachful eye. “And you should be grateful, considering you’re supposed to be taking care of me.” 

    “I, uh, well, milady,” the gatekeeper stuttered through a response. “I also, ah, have to keep out intruders.” 

    “Yet, the intruders you kept out are the ones who hurried to my rescue and happen to be royalty,” she shot back. “Ironic, isn’t it?” 

    Wow, merpeople really didn’t pull any punches, even with each other. 

    “How was I supposed to know they weren’t bandits?” Galloway rolled his eyes and then glared at me. “He isn’t even wearing any fancy clothes or jewels besides a single earring. What kind of royalty is he supposed to be?” 

    “He’s the lord of Hatra,” Anja replied before I could. “And this is the princess of Rahma, but I’m sure you didn’t ask.” 

    “Oh, gods,” the merman groaned and smacked himself in the forehead. “The Duchess is going to throw me to the barracudas.” 

    “Not necessarily,” the pregnant woman murmured. “I think I know how you can make up to them for, well, almost letting me and her niece or nephew die.” 

    “You do?” Galloway’s face lit up with hope. “What? I’ll do anything. Just name it.” 

    “You can let me use that pirate ship,” Anja said with a Cheshire cat grin. 

    Okay, I had to give the mermaid some props. Her guilt trip into a favor plan was pretty clever. 

    “Pirate ship?” Laika echoed with a twitch of her furry gray ears. “What’s that?” 

    “It’s from the old human days,” the mermaid explained. “Humans used to sail the oceans in large ships they could use to attack other boats. Our ancestors took it from some humans who were trying to find Pullis. The story was the pirates had planned to pillage the city, but they barely made it to our waters before our people kicked them from the vessel and took it as our own.” 

    “And it’s an antique,” Galloway muttered. “I don’t know what you think you can do with it.” 

    “Sail,” Anja replied matter-of-factly. “I need to talk to my sister.” 

    “Oh, milady, I must insist you stay on shore,” the gatekeeper pleaded. “You are much too close to the child’s birth, and you’ve already been through an ordeal today.” 

    “You can insist all you want, but I’m taking the pirate ship with or without you,” the mermaid declared as she pushed past Galloway into the fenced-in beach and marched toward the door to the tower. 

    I glanced at Galloway as I followed Anja to the tower, and the rest of my group trotted along behind me. The merman didn’t have a word to say now, and I chuckled to myself while we followed Anja inside the dark building. 

    Once we were inside, I could see the stones of the exterior matched the interior, and the setup was pretty simple. A bed and armoire were up against one wall, and a curtain partitioned across the middle where I guessed Anja’s sleeping area was. A stone staircase spiraled up one wall and disappeared above us, but another door was nearly hidden at the bottom of the stairs. I could barely see the seam where the door met the stone, since it had been painted or spelled to match the walls around it. 

    “Let’s see, where was it?” Anja muttered to herself before her eyes fell on the hidden door I’d noticed earlier. “Aha!” 

    The mermaid grinned before she stalked over to the door, rapped on it with her knuckles, and then tried to push it open.  

    I joined her and tried to feel around for a knob or lock or something, but the surface was smooth. 

    “Well?” Anja turned to the gatekeeper and gestured to the door. 

    “Oh, gods, I never go in there,” Galloway groaned. “I don’t know how it opens.” 

    “You don’t have any keys or something they gave you when you started this job?” I asked. 

    “Even if I had a key, where would it go?” he retorted. “The door is barely visible, and there’s nothing on it, not even a keyhole.” 

    I shoved my shoulder against the door to try to break it down, but the entrance didn’t even budge. It didn’t even feel as flimsy as wood, and I wondered what else it could be made of. 

    “I have an idea,” I murmured to Anja. “Stand back. 

    The mermaid took a few steps backward, and I conjured a small fireball in my hand. Then I leaned forward, pressed the fiery orb against the door, and waited for the wood to catch fire. 

    But nothing happened. 

    The fire crackled and poked at the door, but it couldn’t take hold. 

    “Nothing is happening,” Anja whispered. “It resists dragon fire.” 

    “It must be enchanted, then,” Alyona pointed out. “Perhaps a pattern like the one in Kana.” 

    “I don’t see any way to move the fake stones around,” I said as I traced along the gray design with my finger. “I think it’s just painted on.” 

    It could require a spoken word, Miraya suggested. 

    “What do you mean?” I asked. “Like ‘open sesame’?” 

    “What?” Anja looked at me like I was certifiably insane. 

    I don’t know about sesame, but sometimes an enchantment is deactivated with a word spoken aloud, Miraya explained. Perhaps Anja knows a family phrase? 

    “Well, maybe you should come explain it,” I suggested. “I don’t know what kind of word we’re looking for.” 

    I’d like to stay here and meditate a while, if you don’t mind, the spirit replied in a hesitant tone. 

    “A disenchantment word?” Alyona gasped as she caught onto my discussion with the sword spirit. “That’s brilliant!” 

    “A what?” Anja’s head swiveled back and forth between us. “I’m so confused.” 

    “A word that can be spoken out loud to turn off the enchantment that’s keeping this door closed right now,” the princess explained. “And Lord Evan isn’t crazy, he’s just talking to the spirit of the Sword of Hatra in his spiritual sea. She probably suggested the idea.” 

    “Yeah,” I confirmed, but I was focused on Miraya’s strange behavior. 

    It wasn’t like the spirit to stay hidden away longer than necessary, and I worried something else was going on. I’d have to find some time to talk to her about it. 

    “So, what word would it be?” Anja asked. 

    “I’d say it’s more likely you or Galloway knows the word,” Laika said with a frown. “We don’t know much about your people, ancestors, anything.” 

    “Ah, okay, I’ll try a few things,” the mermaid muttered and turned back to the door. “Um, Pullis? Mermaid? Merpeople? Water? Ocean?” 

    None of her ideas moved the door at all, and I was starting to wonder if it was a disenchantment word we should still be looking for when Galloway cleared his throat from across the room. 

    “Ah, I just remembered something that might help,” he announced. “When I was given this assignment, the Duke said if I was ever in trouble, I should never hide.” 

    “Sure, you can’t be a chickenshit to guard a city,” I agreed, “but how does that help?” 

    “Well, merpeople are already fearless.” Galloway smirked. “So, telling me not to hide was silly, and I thought the same thing at the time, but maybe it meant something else.” 

    “Like what?” Marina prodded. “If you don’t hide, then you fight?” 

    “Exactly,” he replied with a nod. “Try ‘fight.’” 

    “Fight?” Anja repeated. 

    We all waited expectantly, but the door still didn’t move. 

    “What the fuck?” I muttered. “That one actually made sense.” 

    “Wait, what about your ancestors?” Alyona paced back and forth as she thought out loud. “If the pirate ship is from their time, the secret door probably is, too. So, did they speak the same language then that you do now?” 

    “No,” Anja replied, and a smile brightened her dark face. “The ancestral language was Mencalandia, so their word for ‘fight’ was ‘freweyder.’” 

    Suddenly, the door vibrated and shook, and centuries of dust dumped out of the cracks onto the stone floor. Then the door slid to the right inside the stone wall, and we all peered into the dark room beyond. 

    “We need a torch,” Nike observed. 

    Galloway stumbled over with an unlit torch and attempted to light the top with his flint. He dropped the stones, picked them up, and knocked them together over and over unsuccessfully. 

    Naomi rolled her eyes and flicked a flame onto the torch, and the merman’s eyes widened as the fire took hold in front of his face. 

    I chuckled and grabbed the torch to lead the procession into the unknown chamber. The fire lit up the room, and I could hear the lapping of water against the stone wall somewhere. The stones from the tower continued to create a short path that ended with a slight drop, so I carefully stepped down off the stone onto sand, and my boots squished down into the ground as I continued to walk toward the sound of water. 

    “What is this place?” Ravi asked, and her voice echoed around the stone chamber. 

    “You can’t see this from the outside,” Aaliyah agreed. “It’s certainly hidden well.” 

    “I wonder who all knows this even exists,” Anja said in a breathy voice full of awe, but she made sure to stay back on the stone so her feet wouldn’t get wet. “It’s incredible down here. You can feel the spirit of the water.” 

    “Well, as long as you don’t touch the water, we’ll be alright,” I pointed out. “So, don’t go walking anywhere you can’t see.” 

    “Yes, yes, you’re a bossy dragon,” she chuckled. 

    “He’s a protective dragon,” Trina corrected her. 

    “Yeah, he doesn’t like anyone to get hurt, but especially not kids,” Polina added. “Even kids still in the belly.” 

    “I see,” Anja murmured. “I suppose I’ll wait by the steps for now.” 

    “Good idea,” I agreed and pressed further into the cavern. 

    I could tell by the echoes of our voices that the room was tall, probably almost as tall as the tower, but at least part of this chamber was underground. The sound of waves resounded around us, but I couldn’t pinpoint where the sound originated from.  

    Then I felt more than saw something huge ahead of me, so I lifted the torch, and there it was. 

    The pirate ship loomed over me, and it was huge. Thick planks of wood stacked up each side, and openings halfway up revealed the mouths of old-school cannons. The sight of the cannons surprised me for a moment. The large iron weapons struck me as more modern and human than the weaponry and technology I’d come across so far in Inati, but then I recalled that this world used to be populated by humans apparently similar to my own. I’d found that Latin inscription on the Sundex in Kana, after all, so maybe pirate ships weren’t so strange.  

    Crazier things had definitely happened to me in this realm.  

    I scanned the side for a ramp, but it seemed the merpeople’s ancestors had simply parked the boat and left it as it was when it sailed the ocean.  

    I had to get a better look. 

    I couldn’t tell if there was enough room for me to take my dragon form without hitting the ship or one of my people, but I needed to get up to the top deck. Then a familiar call tugged at my senses, and I knew I needed to do some exploring once I got onto the ship.  

    “Ravi, can you fly me up there?” I asked the phoenix. 

    “I think so,” she answered and cocked her head to the side. “I’ve never tried before.” 

    “If not, I can try to--” I offered. 

    “No, I can do it!” Ravi chirped, and a column of flames appeared where the redhead had stood before her orange and red bird form soared out of the fire and into the sky. 

    Ravi flew over me with her talons stretched out, and I nodded before she gripped her claws into my shoulders and carried me up to the deck of the ship. The phoenix was surprisingly strong yet gentle. I could feel her talons on my skin, but she gripped my body without digging in. She set me down on the wooden floor, and I stared up at the ropes and sails that crisscrossed the air above me. The helm stood taller than the rest of the deck, and I could see the spokes of the wheel used to turn the rudder. It was like walking onto a set for a pirate movie. The ship was in pristine condition, and I was pretty sure nothing had been moved since the pirates were thrown overboard. 

    “I’m going to look for the way in!” I called out over the railing to the rest of my group on land. 

    “Be careful!” Alyona replied. 

    “Of course, princess.” I grinned and turned back to the deck. 

    “You look very excited about this pirate ship,” Ravi observed with a cheeky smile. 

    “It’s kind of badass,” I snickered and headed for the cabin at the back of the ship. 

    I remembered from Earth movies there were usually trapdoors to get to the lower decks over there somewhere. Everything looked flat and smooth, but I had to trust my instincts, so I moved a rope as thick as my forearm and found a square cut into the floor with a metal handle sticking out from one of its edges.  

    The pulsating desire to find treasure throbbed even stronger as I squatted next to the trapdoor. 

    Gotcha. 

    I grabbed the handle and pulled the door open to reveal a rope ladder leading down into the ship. I looked up as Ravi shifted back into her human form, and I handed her the torch so I could climb down into the hole. 

    “Okay,” I called up as soon as my feet hit the wooden floor. “Hand me the torch, then you can follow.” 

    Ravi handed over the light and then climbed down the ladder behind me. I looked around, and it was exactly how I’d imagine a pirate ship. The lower deck was open and filled with treasure chests galore, and by the time Ravi’s feet touched the ground, I grabbed her hand and dragged her with me to open the chests. 

    The first was empty, and I let out a sigh of annoyance. 

    “Some pirates,” I mumbled and moved on to the next one. 

    The second chest contained a few handfuls of gold coins, and I stuffed them into my spatial storage to add to my horde. Then I rushed to each chest and continued to fill my stash, though several of the chests were empty. Finally, I reached the last one, and something about it was different than the others. 

    This chest was smaller, maybe two feet square, and a rusted old lock dangled from the latch. A mermaid was carved into the rounded lid, and the detail was astounding. The scales of the mermaid’s tail almost seemed to move and shimmer, and I eyed the carving for a moment before I knocked the lock to the side and lifted the lid. 

    Inside the chest, a single necklace had been carefully placed into the bottom, and the flawless gold chain held a large blue jewel I didn’t recognize. The perfectly straight edges of the jewel met at a point that looked sharp enough to pierce skin, and it glimmered in the light of the torch. 

    “What is that?” Ravi breathed, and her blue eyes were wide open as she stared at the necklace. 

    “I don’t know,” I murmured. 

    It looks familiar, Miraya mused. I can’t quite place it, though. 

    “It’s coming with us,” I decided and closed the lid. 

    I put the entire chest into my spatial storage with care, and I stood up to continue to find a way in for the others. 

    We pushed past the treasure room into another hallway, and I noticed a line of light peeking through the wall to my right. I shoved against the wall, and it slid forward easily and folded down to reveal the chamber where our group waited. 

    Suddenly, a rope ladder tumbled down the side of the ship, and I peered over to see where it had come from. From the outside, it had looked like a fishing net, but once the flap opened, it expanded into a ladder. 

    “Hey! Can you climb that?” I pointed to the ladder while Nike and my lovers watched with interest. 

    “We can,” Alyona confirmed, “but I don’t think Anja can.” 

    “Could you fly her up here like you did for me?” I asked as I turned to Ravi. 

    “Yeah, I don’t see why not,” the phoenix replied with a shrug. “I’ll go get her.” 

    She shifted again to her bird form before she flew out the opening toward the mermaid. 

    “Start climbing on board,” I directed the others. “I’ll try to find some more torches to light.” 

    Everyone nodded and made their way toward the rope ladder before I turned back into the ship. I walked back down the hallway toward the treasure chests, and I realized I’d been so focused on them, I’d missed the lanterns hanging from the ceiling. 

    I called on my fire magic and lit each lantern to light the hallway, and then I climbed up the ladder to the top deck to find more lights. 

    There weren’t any obvious lanterns on the top deck, so I opened the door to the captain’s cabin behind the helm. Inside the room was a bed, desk, and a set of shelves full of old books. 

    Alyona would have a fucking heyday in here. 

    I found two more lanterns on the desk and a torch on the wall, so I lit each of those and carried them out onto the deck as my companions made their way through the trap door to join me. Then Ravi flew overhead and carefully set Anja on her feet next to us. 

    “This is amazing,” the mermaid breathed as she looked around the ancient vessel. “Will it work?” 

    “I didn’t see any structural damage,” I replied. “In fact, I didn’t see any damage at all. It looks like the pirates were just here one minute, then gone the next.” 

    “That was the normal plan of attack in those days,” Galloway noted as he pulled himself up from the trapdoor. “Our ancestors didn’t want to leave any traces of their existence, so they typically pulled the enemies underwater until they drowned. No blood, no weapons, just eradication.” 

    “Then I’d say we’re probably good to set sail,” I declared. 

    “Only one problem, my lord,” Aaliyah giggled. “Where do we go from inside here?” 

    “Shit,” I muttered. 

    I knew the water was close, but I had no idea how to get the ship to it. We were inside the hidden chamber, and we’d barely figured out how to get into it, let alone get the ship out of it. 

    “Maybe it’s another command?” Anja suggested and turned toward Galloway. “Did you get any other advice?” 

    “Uhhh, I’m not sure.” The merman scratched his head and tossed his purple mane behind him as he thought. “The old saying about fighting was ‘fight til death,’ so maybe we use the second half?” 

    “Freweyder naven oltismo!” Anja called out. 

    A loud creak echoed around the chamber, and then the ground began to shake. I could hear water splashing around below the bow of the ship before a rush of water began to pour into the chamber. 

    “Everybody, hang on!” I yelled as the wall in front of the ship began to lower. 

    The seawater crashed through the opening forming over the wall as it sunk slowly into the ground. I was right, we were below sea level, and now the sea was making up the difference as it slowly lifted the ship into its waves. Within minutes, we were floating on the water, and we could see the sunset straight in front of us on the horizon with the ocean beneath it. 

    “Holy hell,” Rebecca muttered. 

    “That was something,” I agreed. 

    “Now what?” Naomi asked and looked around uncertainly. “How does the ship go?” 

    “Wind,” I replied with a frown. “Which we probably won’t get much of from inside here.” 

    “We can help with that!” Polina offered, and the other two dryads nodded excitedly before the sisters joined hands and walked to the back of the ship.  

    Everyone was silent for a moment, but then a gust of wind erupted from the dryads, and the sails billowed open with the warm air. Then the ship sailed forward and bucked into the waves as we exited the tower chamber and entered the open waters. 

    “Nice,” I complimented the dryads, and the trio giggled and batted their green eyes. “So, nature magic includes the wind?” 

    “Air is part of nature,” Polina explained. “The plants give it to us, and we can move it around a bit.” 

    “Huh.” I wondered if that was another trick I could learn from the dryads. 

    “So, how far out here do we need to go?” Nike wondered as he peered over the side of the ship. 

    “Not far,” Anja replied. “It should only take a few minutes for us to reach the center of the city from up here, though we should probably turn the ship more toward the left.” 

    “Oh, I can do that!” Laika volunteered and ran over to grab the helm. 

    The wolf Demi-Human twisted the wheel to the angle Anja indicated, and we were on our path. 

    As we sailed along the wavy sea, I was a little disappointed it wouldn’t take long to get there. This was almost as nice as flying. I could feel the cool ocean breeze on my skin, and the sounds of birds echoed across the water as they flew around overhead. 

    “We’re almost there,” Anja called out. “How do we stop it?” 

    “I guess blow the wind the other way?” I suggested. “But, like, softer?” 

    I was clearly going to have to practice my sailing skills. 

    “Wait, what’s that?” Aaliyah pointed just ahead of the bow. 

    I scrambled up next to her and leaned out over the side, and I saw a dark form was just visible under the surface of the water. 

    “Does anything else live here besides merpeople?” I asked Anja as she lifted the Parla to her lips. 

    “Not that I know of,” the mermaid replied with confusion etched across her features. “Why?” 

    Before I could explain, a dark blue head rose from the waves with a roar that rattled the masts of the pirate ship. 
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    Two black eyes the size of movie theater screens peeked over the edge of the railing as we all stumbled away from the beast, but I couldn’t see the rest of the monster’s body.  

    “What the fuck is that?” I bellowed as the creature let out another piercing wail. 

    With its mouth open wide, I could see rows and rows of dagger-like teeth covered its entire mouth, and as it swam closer, I realized it could bite through the hull in a single blow, so I had to react. 

    I leapt toward the railing and conjured the biggest fireball I could imagine, and then I launched it into the beast’s open mouth. The fiery orb sailed into the beast’s maw, and it roared with pain before it dove back down under the surface. The movement sent waves crashing up and over the railing of the ship, and Anja scurried to the helm and climbed up on top of the box to avoid the water rushing over the edge of the ship. 

    “Oh, gods, it looks like a Prantholum,” Galloway groaned. “I’ve never seen one in real life! I thought they only existed in our storybooks.” 

    “I’m going to say it’s pretty real,” I muttered and turned to Alyona. “Get Anja into the captain’s cabin! She has to stay dry.” 

    “Good idea,” the princess agreed and grabbed Anja’s arm. “Let’s go in here.” 

    She led the mermaid into the room and closed the door just as another wave crested and crashed onto the deck. 

    I watched as the water ran along the planks, but it cascaded back over the side of the ship instead of entering the cabin. 

    “Okay, now for this thing,” I murmured and looked out over the edge of the ship. “I need to be as big as it is, I think. I need to shift.” 

    And you’ll be able to use your water magic to chase the Prantholum under the surface if you need to, Miraya advised. If it’s here, the entire city of Pullis is in danger. 

    “Then we need to take care of it,” I growled and dove off the ship. 

    As I plummeted toward the water, I could hear the gasps and shouts of my group on the deck, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to fight this creature from on board the ship. I let my transformation take hold as my limbs grew longer, my scales stretched over my skin, and my wings erupted from the middle of my back. Then, just before my enormous body crashed into the water, I flapped my wings and soared over the surface. 

    I dragged my tail through the water and splashed into the waves to get the beast’s attention. I wanted to get it away from the ship as soon as possible, so it didn’t cause any damage or get water on Anja. The more the sun set, however, the harder it was to see under the surface of the ocean, and I wasn’t sure if the beast had followed me away from the others.  

    I’d have to dive down and see for myself. 

    Be careful, Miraya warned. The Prantholum is an ancient beast. 

    “Then he’ll have lived a long life when I take it,” I rumbled, and my inner dragon roared in agreement. 

    I barreled down into the water with a splash of cold water, and I opened my eyes under the surface. I could see better below the water, so I searched for the beast, but I couldn’t locate it. After a few moments, I sent out a wave of echolocation, and the soundwave was visible as it left my body and reverberated through the water. When it returned to me, I could tell the Prantholum was about two hundred yards away from me and still close to the pirate ship, so I torpedoed through the water toward the creature, and I finally got a good look at the beast’s entire body. It was shaped like a giant centipede with a long torso and dozens of legs extending from its belly, and at the end of its body was a massive stinger, as if the thousand sharp teeth weren’t enough of a threat. 

    I sent out another blast of echolocation in the hopes of drawing the beast’s attention, and it seemed to work. The Prantholum whirled around to face me, and its body moved like a snake as it coiled to strike. 

    We were still too close to the ship, though, so I made sure the monster was locked onto me before I spun and high-tailed it in the opposite direction. I’d made it maybe a hundred or so yards before the Prantholum caught up to me, and then I saw one of its legs swing toward my head.  

    I dodged its first blow and slashed my talons at its throat, but I didn’t move as quickly underwater as the beast did, and the tips of my claws barely grazed its skin. Tiny droplets of green blood oozed out into the water and floated up by its black eyes, and the Prantholum eyed the droplets with rage before it swam toward me with its mouth open. 

    Your water magic! Miraya cried out. 

    I called on the water that surrounded me and formed a barrier between us. The beast slammed into the shield, and confusion twisted its features for a moment before it swam higher and leaped over the shield to attack from above, but I was ready. 

    I created a water sword and held it straight above me, so the beast landed on the watery blade. At first, the sword only indented the Prantholum’s belly, but then I felt Miraya’s magic surge through my claws as the blade penetrated the tough skin. More of its green blood poured out into the water, and its long leggy body twitched and spasmed while the beast tried to free itself from my sword. 

    I took advantage of its focus on the sword and swam up to grab its stinger. I sliced the stinger from its body with a swipe of my clawed hand, and the Prantholum bellowed a bubbly scream underwater. Then it thrashed and wailed as I plunged my claws into every soft spot I could find until I reached its bulbous head. 

    The Prantholum stared at me with hate-filled ebony eyes, and I bared my teeth in a fangy grin before I conjured another water sword and sliced the beast’s head from its body. 

    The creature’s corpse began to sink to the bottom of the ocean, and I watched for a moment before I wondered if its body would bring more of its kind here. Just in case, I called on the water magic again to create a net to catch the Prantholum’s head, body, and stinger, and then I grabbed the end of the water net and pulled it with me to the surface. 

    The familiar words of assimilation didn’t flash across my vision, and I frowned as I realized the Prantholum didn’t have an ability for me to take. Then I glanced back at its giant body and realized the best I could have gotten was a stinger, and I didn’t think that would go over well with my lovers. 

    I gulped a breath of air as soon as my snout crested the surface, and I could hear my group cheer and sigh with relief when I offered a smile. Then I yanked the net behind me as I swam closer to the ship. 

    “Tie down a rope and throw me the end!” I instructed them from the water. 

    Nike nodded, and within seconds, a rope tumbled over the edge of the railing and into the water next to me. The rope that was as big as my arm as a human was barely the size of my talon as a dragon, and I couldn’t figure out how to attach the net to the rope. 

    “I’ll come help you!” Laika called out and slid down the rope to land on my back. “Your hands are a little too big, I think.” 

    “Yeah,” I grumbled. “Just tie it through here.” 

    I held the net out to her, and she awkwardly looped the rope through the water net and double-knotted it. 

    “And what are we tying exactly?” I could hear the smile in the wolf-warrior’s voice as she tightened the knot. 

    “The parts of the Prantholum,” I replied with a smug grin. 

    “Fair enough,” she chuckled. “Want to drop me off?” 

    “But of course,” I agreed as she grabbed onto one of the spikes that jutted from my spine. 

    It was a little harder to take flight from the water since I had nothing to push off of, but I kicked my feet and forelegs to bring my wings higher than the water and slowly lifted myself into the air. I flapped my wings a few more times until I was eye-level with the railing, and I saw Galloway’s shocked expression as I lifted up just high enough to let Laika hop from my back to the deck. Then I grinned and flew even higher before I stopped flapping and shifted into my human form. I angled my landing for the lowest sail, and I slid down the canvas to land on the deck with a dramatic flourish. 

    That had gone even better than I’d imagined. 

    “Wow,” Anja gasped as she stepped out of the captain’s quarters. “That was incredible.” 

    “That was one of my more interesting battles,” I chuckled. “Where’s Alyona?” 

    “Oh, she’s still in the cabin,” the mermaid answered. “She found some books, I think.” 

    “Oh, right, the books,” I laughed and strode toward the doorway to peek in at the princess. “You know you can take them with us, right?” 

    “I know,” Alyona huffed dramatically. “There are just so many, I can’t decide which ones I should take!” 

    “Let’s just plan on all of them,” I suggested with a smile. “If they don’t fit in your room, we’ll add them to the archives.” 

    “Truly?” the princess gasped. “Then, yes, we’ll take them all!” 

    Alyona opened her spatial storage, began to pluck each book from the shelf, and placed them inside, and I shook my head with a laugh as I stepped back onto the deck and looked around us. 

    “Are we still where we need to be?” I glanced over my shoulder. “The tower looks much further away now.” 

    “I believe the beast’s attack carried us further into the ocean,” Galloway agreed. “We’ll need to go back toward land to reach the middle of Pullis.” 

    “Let’s do it, then,” I said and nodded to the dryads. 

    The sisters repeated their windy work, and the sails opened to move us back toward the underwater city. We sailed along the soft waves until Anja called out for us to stop. Then the dryads stopped the ship again, and we floated above the mermaid city while Anja pulled her Parla from her tunic. 

    The dark-skinned mermaid glanced around as though another beast would attack before she put the device to her lips and spoke softly. 

    Suddenly, the water below us began to churn and swirl until a whirlpool formed just next to the ship. The ship began to buck back and forth with the waves, and I rushed over to grab Anja and pull her away from the water splashing onboard. 

    “Filthy landwalkers!” a female voice screeched. “Release her!” 

    I looked over to see a mermaid suspended inside a column of crystal blue water that rose next to our ship, and she gave me the ultimate death glare as she gripped a long, curved sword. Neon orange hair flowed from her head and twisted into some kind of headpiece and then fell down her shoulders in wet waves. The orange scales of her fin shimmered next to the blade, and I immediately distrusted the creature.  

    I let go of Anja’s shoulders and put myself between her and the mermaid. 

    “She is no prisoner here!” I called out. “I’m trying to keep her away from the water! Which you’re certainly not helping with!” 

    “You-- you’re helping her?” The mermaid’s face twisted with confusion as the water began to lower down her body. 

    I watched as her shape transformed as soon as the water left her skin. The cantaloupe-colored scales across her lower belly faded into the same deep brown skin as her sister’s, and the long tail split into two smooth legs. By the time her feet were free, the water had formed a platform that allowed the mermaid to step down onto the deck with ease. 

    “Duchess, I presume?” I smirked. 

    The duchess wore a large gold crown atop her head, and her bright orange hair was braided around and through the headpiece, so it looked like the jewels and gold were attached to her head. She’d wrapped a piece of thin gold fabric around her waist, and her breasts were covered with a narrow piece of a matching material that barely contained her ample bosom. 

    “I am Helmi, the Duchess of Pullis,” she confirmed in a voice that commanded respect. “And you would be?” 

    “Lord Evan of Hatra,” I replied with a bow as Alyona scurried out of the cabin. “This is my fiancée, Princess Alyona of the White Jade Sect.” 

    “Ahhh, I thought the princess was in the Cave of One Thousand Sages,” Helmi mused as she looked Alyona up and down and slipped her sword into the belt around her waist. “Yet, here you are.” 

    “I was in the cave,” the princess confirmed. “My people needed me in battles against the demons, so here I am.” 

    “Interesting,” the Duchess murmured before she turned to Anja. “Sister, are you hurt?” 

    “Not at all, thanks to them,” Anja replied and poked her head out from behind me. “Lord Evan has saved us all from a Prantholum.” 

    “What?” Helmi scoffed. “They do not truly exist, Anja. Don’t be ridiculous.” 

    “Well, I suppose you could check out the beast that’s hanging on the side of the ship, then.” I shrugged and jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “It was pretty gruesome.” 

    Helmi narrowed her blue eyes before she stalked over to where I’d indicated and peered over the railing, and I could hear her sharp intake of breath before she stomped back over to us and cleared her throat. 

    “I believe my sister is correct, and I owe you many thanks,” the duchess declared without looking at me. “So, thanks. Now, come on, Anja, we need to get you back to the tower.” 

    “I will return once you’ve helped me pay my life debt to Lord Evan,” her sister replied and crossed her arms over her chest. “I simply cannot return knowing I owe such a debt.” 

    “Gods, what did you promise?” Helmi muttered. “Gold? Jewels?” 

    “We need to discuss a few things,” Alyona explained carefully. “We came here after we received word your city was in danger.” 

    “Danger from what?” the duchess retorted. “You’ve already killed the Prantholum, so what else could it be?” 

    “We can’t explain all of it yet,” I replied. “However, it’s urgent we meet with you and the Duke immediately to ensure the safety of Pullis.” 

    “And why should I believe a dragon?” Helmi raised an orange eyebrow. “Your kind is just as bad as the pirates who used to sail this ship.” 

    “I’m sure they were,” I agreed. “But I’m not like the dragons you’ve met before. Would they have gone out of their way to save your sister?” 

    “Doubtful,” Trina sang out. 

    “Very,” Polina added. 

    “Like, probably not,” Marina scoffed. 

    “Your dryads speak honestly,” Helmi observed and chewed on her bottom lip. “Are you sure you don’t want jewels or gold?” 

    “We’re certain,” Alyona answered when I hesitated. “We only request the meeting in the city with both of you.” 

    “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to hear your information,” the duchess murmured and then waved her hand. “Follow me.” 

    The mermaid turned toward the railing and started to step over the edge, but I cleared my throat to make her look back. 

    “Well, we can’t just follow you,” I sighed. “We don’t have the spell for all of us to stay underwater.” 

    “The princess doesn’t know the Respira spell?” the duchess asked in surprise before a sarcastic tone tinted her voice. “I thought you would know every spell possible.” 

    “She knows a lot of magic,” Naomi hissed, and the lizard mage narrowed her amber eyes. “And she can learn anything you give her.” 

    “Nevertheless, Respira isn’t that unusual,” Helmi continued flippantly. “We use it for all our visitors-- well, when we have them, anyway.” 

    “I read about it, but I have no idea where to find the red cola berries in this area of the country,” Alyona answered with a furrowed brow. “I also don’t carry shark bones around with me.” 

    “But you have the cedar leaves and the power of water magic?” Helmi wondered. 

    “Yes, we have those,” the princess confirmed, and the duchess narrowed her eyes in disbelief. “Do you know where we can find the rest of the ingredients?” 

    “Or do you have any laying around?” I wondered. “I mean, if you use it for your visitors and everything.” 

    “Normally, our visitors send an announcement before they arrive,” Helmi said as she raised a cool eyebrow. “Then we have time to prepare what we need.” 

    “We apologize for the inconvenience,” Alyona cut in before I could smart off. “We’ll get it for ourselves if you know where we can look.” 

    “I do,” the mermaid leader replied after a moment. “You must travel to the cave where the mountains meet the ocean. Inside, you will find both of the ingredients you require to complete the Respira spell. Then I’ll be able to take you into Pullis.” 

    I looked east down the beach toward the mountains she pointed to, and I could barely make out where the peaks disappeared into the clouds above. It had to be at least a day’s journey to the cave Helmi had described, and the sun was barely visible now. 

    “We’ll have to leave in the morning,” I decided. 

    “You’re actually going to go?” Helmi’s voice was strained with surprise as she clutched the pendant at her throat, and I recognized it as another Parla. Hers was different from her sister’s, and the stone was carved into the shape of an octopus. The tentacles even had small circles for the suckers. 

    “Why wouldn’t we go?” I shot back. “We need to visit your city, and that’s how we’re going to do it.” 

    “You realize you actually must have water magic for the spell to work, right?” Helmi smirked. 

    Ahhh, so she didn’t believe we could do the things we said. 

    Time to show the bitch what I could do. 

    I called on my water magic and conjured a column of the liquid to rise from the sea. The water lifted up next to the ship until the top of the column was visible beside the railings, and then I twirled my finger in a circle. The rising water followed my movements and began to swirl faster and faster until it looked like a small hurricane had formed next to the ship. The sails leaned into the whirlwind, and the ship began to move in the same direction. Then the wind began to roar around us, and the duchess’ flimsy skirt billowed as the air picked up speed. 

    “You think this will work?” I yelled over the wind. 

    “I believe so!” Helmi shouted back and pursed her plump lips as I called the water magic back into stillness. 

    “Now, we’ll take Anja and Galloway back to the tower, but we’ll take this ship down the coast to the cave in the morning,” I decided. 

    “I suppose that can be arranged,” the Duchess murmured. “Then I shall see you once you return. Just have Anja call for me again.” 

    “Sounds good,” I agreed as Helmi embraced her sister quickly before she jumped off the ship and into the ocean. 

    As soon as her body hit the water, her legs fused together, and scales traveled down her thighs and created her bright orange fin. Then the duchess flicked the appendage once and splashed the side of the ship before she dove down into the depths of the ocean toward Pullis. 

    With the exception of Anja, the merpeople had lived up to their reputation so far, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that Helmi wasn’t just being rude as part of her nature. I felt like something else was motivating her to keep us away from Pullis, but I had no idea what. 

    “I suppose now you’ll take us back to my post?” Galloway interrupted my thoughts as I stared down into the murky water below. 

    “Yeah, onward and all that,” I mumbled. 

    The dryads sent us back toward the shore, and when we were close enough to the beach, Galloway dove from the side and splashed into the water. 

    “Ahhhh,” he sighed as he flipped his tail in and out of the water and swam in circles. “I should return to the sea more often.” 

    “I feel the same way about flying,” I chuckled before I turned to Ravi. “Can you get Anja back to shore?” 

    “Absolutely!” the phoenix chirped and shifted into her bird form. “Ready, Anja?” 

    “As ready as I can be for flying,” the mermaid replied with a grimace. 

    Ravi giggled and scooped Anja up before she flew off the ship toward the sand. We watched the phoenix set Anja down as close to the tower as possible, and then she soared back over to perch on the railing of the ship. 

    “Guess we could just sleep on the ship for the night,” I mused. “There’s probably quite a few beds onboard.” 

    “I’ll go poke around,” Aaliyah volunteered. 

    “Yeah, I’ll help you,” Rebecca offered, and Laika nodded. 

    “I suppose I’ll go find a room, too,” Nike agreed. 

    The three women hopped down the trapdoor to explore the ship with the noble trailing behind them, while Alyona sauntered toward the captain’s cabin. 

    “I think I’m going to look through some of the books,” she decided. 

    “Can I join you?” Ravi asked with a grin. 

    “Of course!” the princess replied. 

    Ravi followed Alyona into the cabin, and I stood on the deck with the dryads and Naomi. I could feel Miraya drift off to sleep in my spiritual sea, and I was glad she seemed to finally relax. 

    I leaned against the railing and felt the cool breeze brush against my face as the other four women discussed their magic. 

    “So, how do you access the water magic?” Naomi asked the dryads. 

    “Sometimes we have to touch it,” Polina explained. 

    “And sometimes, it just comes naturally,” Marina added with a shrug. 

    “It really just depends on the situation,” Trina agreed as she stuck her hand out over the railing, and a trail of water rose from the ocean and trickled over her emerald fingers before it splashed back into the waves. 

    “How did you do it the first time?” Naomi wondered as she stared at the waving ocean below us. 

    “I don’t remember,” Marina answered and shook her head. 

    “Yeah, dryads kind of just grow up doing this stuff.” Polina shrugged. 

    “But we taught Lord Evan,” Trina reminded them. 

    “You did?” Naomi gasped as her amber eyes widened. 

    “How did you think a dragon learned water magic?” I chuckled. 

    “You know a lot of things,” the lizard grumbled, and her cheeks flushed a deep red. 

    “They taught me with touch first,” I explained with a smile. “Let’s get some water up here.” 

    Trina nodded and pulled water from the ocean to the deck to form a puddle between them. Then she plopped down to sit cross-legged, and the others joined her to create a circle around the water.  

    I sat a bit further away and leaned against the mast as the dryads began their lesson. 

    I let my eyes close for a moment as they explained how to connect with the water and ask it to do what you wanted, and I drifted in and out of sleep while they played with the water. 

    Then I felt a cool liquid on my leg, and my eyes struggled to open as I looked down to see Naomi’s face set in concentration. My gaze traveled down my pant leg to a stream of water that started at their puddle and was currently trickling up my leg toward my inner thigh. 

    “What’s going on?” I asked through the haze of sleep. 

    “Shhh, it’ll be fun,” Polina giggled. 

    The water continued up my thigh until it reached my balls, and the cooling sensation left goosebumps all over my body. Then, suddenly, the water became warmer and wrapped around my rising cock. 

    “Oh, fuck,” I groaned as the water surged over and around my dick. 

    “Does it feel good?” Naomi whispered. 

    “Yesssss,” I replied. 

    “What about this?” Trina asked, and another stream of water trickled down to leave wet droplets on the skin of my throat like cool kisses. 

    “Mmmhm,” I agreed. “I want all of you, now.” 

    The water crashed to the deck as my lovers rushed toward me. Trina and Marina crouched next to me, but Marina got to my lips first. She pressed her green face to mine and shoved her tongue between my lips with a hot gasp, while Trina nibbled on my earlobe. 

    Then Polina straddled one of my legs, Naomi claimed the other, and both women began to rub their warm pussies on my thighs as they played with my cock through my pants. 

    “We need these off,” Naomi decided with a breathy gasp as she yanked on my pant leg. 

    She and Polina pulled my trousers off as I turned and began to make out with Trina while Marina tugged on my tunic. Within seconds, my four lovers had undressed me, and they looked at me like a hungry wolf pack. 

    “I don’t know why any of you still have clothes on,” I murmured and pulled on the belt of Trina’s robe. 

    “Me, either!” she cried out. 

    “Wait, wait.” I held up a hand. “You should undress each other.” 

    “Mmmm,” Naomi hummed with a smile. “We should.” 

    She turned to Polina and slowly untied the dryad’s belt before she slid the soft fabric over her emerald shoulders. Polina’s big round tits looked tasty in the moonlight, and it seemed like Naomi agreed with me. The lizard mage dipped her head to take one of Polina’s hard nipples into her mouth, and Polina threw her head back with a sigh as Naomi’s tongue fluttered over her smooth skin. 

    “Fuck, yes,” I grunted. “Just like that.” 

    “Us, too?” Trina asked and batted her eyes. 

    “Of course,” I murmured, and she giggled as she turned to Marina and untied her robe as well. 

    A few seconds later, the two sisters were completely naked, and their jade skin rubbed against my bare chest as they went back to kissing and nibbling on my throat and ears. I looked past them to see Polina and Naomi making out as Polina took Naomi’s robe off, and my cock twitched with anticipation.  

    I was ready to fill every single one of their pussies with my seed. 

    “Ohhh, Lord Evan,” Polina gasped as my arousal grazed her thigh. “I need you inside me!” 

    “Do it,” I replied with a wicked grin. 

    Polina slid her leg over my hip and pulled herself up to hover above my cock before she eased down on top of me. I could feel her every ridge and valley as I slipped into her warm pussy, and she slowly began to grind against me once I had spread her tunnel open. 

    “Oh, gods!” Polina moaned. “I love how you fill me!” 

    “Mmmm, yes, take all of it!” I groaned. “I want to make two of you cum at once!” 

    “Like this?” Trina asked as she stood up and planted her feet on either side of my torso. 

    Her sopping pussy was mere inches away from my face, and I grinned as I grabbed her ass and pulled her toward me. Then she fumbled for the mast behind me as I delved my tongue between the soft folds of her core. 

    “Does she taste good?” Marina whispered into my ear before she nibbled on my lobe again. 

    “Delicious,” I murmured. “You should taste Naomi.” 

    “Oooh, yes!” the dryad agreed as she turned to face the lady lizard. “Lay down.” 

    Naomi followed her command and laid on her back next to my leg with her own legs open for Marina. 

    “Oh, gods!” Naomi cried out as Marina dove into her warm pussy with her tongue. 

    “Lord Evaaaaan!” Polina shrieked as she rode my cock over and over. “I’m about to cum!” 

    I flicked and sucked on Trina’s throbbing clit while Polina bounced up and down on my thick erection, and then I slipped two fingers inside Trina’s pussy and curled them toward her most sensitive spot. 

    “Fuck!” Trina screeched, and she and Polina poured their sweet nectar over my fingers and cock in unison. 

    Their juices streamed from their cores like waterfalls, and their bodies shook on top of me as waves of pleasure coursed through them. 

    I looked over to see Marina followed my lead and slid her fingers inside Naomi, and the lizard Demi-Human’s back was arched away from the deck as she clawed at the wood. 

    “Gods!” she moaned. “I’m so close!” 

    “Mmm, you taste so good,” Marina murmured as she licked and finger-fucked Naomi. 

    “Fucking hell, that’s so hot,” I growled. “Don’t move.” 

    I climbed over behind Marina and grabbed her hips before I plunged my cock inside her soaking wet pussy. 

    “Yessss!” the dryad screamed as I thrust my hips in and out of her warm tunnel. 

    With every push, I could feel her canal get wetter and wetter, and I could barely wait to fill it with my seed. 

    Then Polina crawled over to Naomi, straddled her face, and grabbed the railing. 

    “Mmmm, yes,” Naomi groaned and grabbed Polina’s hips to pull her pussy to her face. 

    The lizard’s forked tongue flitted all over Polina’s sopping mound that dripped with my hot seed, and the dryad groaned with pleasure while I continued to fuck Marina from behind. Her perfectly round ass bounced against my thighs, and I could feel her walls start to tighten around my cock. 

    “You come here,” Polina told Trina and pointed to the railing in front of her. 

    Trina leaned over the beam with her ass toward her dryad sister, and Polina dragged her tongue up and down Trina’s slit as the aroma of their juices filled the air. 

    “Oh, fuuuuuck,” Marina moaned before her pussy walls tightened completely, and her juices cascaded over my cock with her orgasm. “Lord Evan, I’m cummmmmmming.” 

    “Yesssss,” I groaned and released a huge load of my dragon seed into her tight pussy. 

    I felt like the flow was never going to stop as shockwaves of ecstasy sent my body into spasms that poured load after load of my hot cum inside the dryad’s accepting body. 

    “Ohhhh, yes!” Naomi cried out as she finally hit her climax, too, and her nectar dripped down onto Marina’s waiting tongue. The lizard mage’s body shook with pleasure as she gripped Polina’s hips and sucked her mound even harder. 

    “Gods!” Polina screeched as another orgasm rippled through her, and she poured her juices into Naomi’s mouth. 

    “Now, I want to fill each of you with my seed,” I growled and headed for Trina’s bare ass hanging over the railing. “You are next.” 

    The dryad giggled as Polina stopped licking her, and I shoved my still-hard cock deep into her pussy as she let out a long whine. 

    We played together for hours after the three moons of Inati had risen into the sky, and I filled each of my lovers several times before we collapsed onto the deck and fell asleep. 

    Then I woke up to Ravi peering over me with a mischievous look on her freckled face. 

    “Good morning,” I mumbled and glanced around me. 

    The dryads and Naomi were still butt naked, as was I, and we were sprawled out across the deck in a tangle of arms and legs. 

    “It was apparently a good night,” Ravi giggled. “Are we ready to set sail?” 

    “I think I should probably get some clothes on first,” I sighed. “As much as I love being around all of you naked.” 

    “We love when you’re naked, too.” The phoenix winked and gestured toward the cabin door, where Alyona, Aaliyah, Laika, and Rebecca stood watching. 

    I smiled and waved as I began to look for my clothes. Then I realized if I put them on now, they’d soon smell like sex, so I probably needed to rinse off first. My first thought was to jump overboard, but it wasn’t that easy to get back onto the ship, so I decided to bring the bath to me, and I used my water magic to pull up a huge water orb. Then I dropped it above my head, and the water splashed over me like a quick shower. 

    “Hey!” Polina cried out as some of the water splashed onto her bare legs. “That was cold!” 

    “It’s time to get up anyway,” I chuckled. “Come on.” 

    The four women slowly clambered to their feet and began to search the deck for their clothes. As soon as they were dressed, Alyona tapped on the trapdoor, and Nike climbed up onto the deck to join us. 

    “Sleep well?” he asked with a laugh. 

    “Something like that.” I smirked. “Are we all ready to go?” 

    Aye, aye, captain, Miraya giggled from my spiritual sea. 

    “Very funny,” I replied with a grin. “Let’s go, then.” 

    Nike pulled on some ropes and unfurled one of the sails that caught the breeze just right to take us sailing across the water toward the base of the mountains. Once we were off, Miraya hopped out of my spiritual sea to join the rest of my lovers, and they all sprawled out on the deck to enjoy the sun and fresh air. 

    We traveled the sea until the sun had reached the middle of the sky, and I realized we were already almost there. 

    “It seemed much further away when we were talking with the Duchess.” I frowned. “That’s strange.” 

    “It could just be an illusion,” Nike offered. “I’m sure the sea has its own, much like mirages in the desert.” 

    “Yeah, you’re probably right,” I agreed, but it still seemed odd. 

    Within an hour, we could see the mouth of the cave where the waves washed up inside it and back out to the sea. Gray and white rock decorated the shell of the cave, and the grass of the mountain peeked over the very top. The opening was dark but tall enough for the ship, so we could slowly sail inside and find the ingredients fairly easily, I hoped. 

    As soon as we crossed from the light of the day and into the darkness of the cave, I could just make out the shore. 

    “Let’s slow it down,” I called out. “We don’t want to damage the ship.” 

    “On it!” Trina replied, and a short burst of wind blew against the ship and slowed our approach to land. 

    “Well, I suppose we’ll be landing here,” Laika declared. 

    “Do we have an anchor or something?” I asked. “Or will the ship stay?” 

    “We should go ahead and drop one, just to be safe,” Nike suggested. “I saw it over here.” 

    The noble headed toward the other side of the ship, and then I heard the splash of the anchor being tossed overboard. 

    “Okay, let’s go find some berries and bones,” I announced. 

    We walked over toward the ramp, and Nike and I unfolded it to reach the sand below. Then Alyona grabbed one of the torches from the captain’s cabin, and I lit a fireball in my palm. 

    As soon as I stepped onto the sand, I heard a creak like an old door opening. 

    “What was that?” Aaliyah asked, and she extended her claws to their full length. 

    “I’m not sure,” I murmured. “The duchess didn’t say anything about something living in the cave.” 

    A thump echoed around the cave, followed by the tinkling splash of water. 

    “No, she did not,” Alyona conceded. “But I don’t think we’re the only ones here.” 

    I was inclined to agree. 
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    I held the fireball out in front of me as we crept deeper into the cave. My flames danced along the walls and ceiling of the cavern, and I could see a few stalactites hung from the ceiling. The further we walked, though, the more the cave narrowed until it became more of a tunnel that traveled under the base of the mountain. 

    “What should we be looking for exactly?” I asked Alyona as I gazed over the plants along the wall of the tunnel. 

    Blue, red, and yellow flowers poked through the sand and stones that covered the floor of the cave, but she didn’t seem interested in any of them. 

    “The red cola berries are red berries on a red stem with green leaves,” the princess replied. “They grow best near water. I know that describes a few plants, especially this close to the ocean, but I’ll be able to tell you if you’ve found the right ones.” 

    “Okay, let’s all be on the lookout,” I announced to the group. “Red berries with a red stem.” 

    “And green leaves,” Alyona added. 

    We continued to search for the plants as the tunnel narrowed even further, and then we could only walk in single file. 

    “Stay close,” I whispered to the rest of my companions. 

    I didn’t like these tight quarters when we had no idea who or what was making the sounds we’d heard. 

    Then I heard the trickle of splashing water again, and I stopped and stared ahead of us into the darkness just past where my fireball lit the tunnel. 

    A tiny, nearly invisible light sparkled just inside the shadow before it zoomed further down the tunnel, and it reminded me of the old cartoons of Tinkerbell when she was just the tiniest speck of light fluttering around Neverland.  

    Without a second thought, I sprinted after the light. 

    “Lord Evan!” Alyona called out. “Wait!” 

    I had to figure out what else was hiding inside the tunnel with us, and I was only inches away from catching the flitting light. I reached out for the light, but then I tumbled over a large rock that sent me flying into another cavern. 

    I fell to one knee as the fireball went out in my palm, but when I lifted my head, I could see perfectly in the new illuminated chamber I found myself inside. 

    A dozen pools of water were spread around the floor of the cavern, and each one was lit from below with some sort of neon green light. In the middle of the room, a pedestal stood with a wide, stone bowl on top, and the tiny light flickered and then dove into the bowl.  

    I stood up and stepped closer to the pedestal. I decided it looked more like a bird bath with the same neon green water inside, but there were no signs of the fairy-like light, so I lifted a hand to the edge of the bowl to see if I could move it for a better look. 

    “Don’t touch it,” a petite voice warned. 

    I whirled around to see a hooded figure standing against the wall to my right, and the rest of my group skidded to a stop just inside the cavern entrance. The figure was covered in a dark black shroud, but her form seemed to emanate the same green glow as the water in the pools. 

    “Dear Oracle, we’re so sorry to have disturbed you,” Alyona said as she lowered her body into a curtsy. “We had no idea you were here.” 

    Another Oracle? It seemed pretty unlikely the duchess didn’t know she was here.  

    What a bitch. 

    “The duchess enjoys sending people here to be surprised,” the Oracle replied and tossed her hood back with a smug expression. “I think she finds it rather enjoyable.” 

    The Oracle was petite, but her skin was nearly translucent with the hint of a neon green glow. Her eyes were a bright green that seemed to pierce the darkness, and her hair was a jet black that seemed to absorb light and fell in wavy curls around her face. 

    “We would never want to disrespect you, Oracle,” the princess assured her. “We only came to find some ingredients for a spell, if you will allow it.” 

    “You’ll find the berries and the bones over there.” The Oracle pointed a bony hand across the cavern to a dimly lit corner with no pool. “The Respira spell is the right solution for your people to meet with the Duke and Duchess. She didn’t fool you about that part.” 

    “Thank you,” I said and dipped my head to the creature as I turned in the direction she pointed. “We’ll just get out of your hair now.” 

    “But you have come to my home,” the Oracle intoned, and the cave seemed to vibrate with her power, “and I must now give you the information you need on your quest.” 

    Quest? Seemed a little King Arthur and Camelot-y to me, but hey, if she wanted to help, I wouldn’t say no. 

    “Uhhh, what information do we need?” I prodded. 

    “Patience, young dragon,” the Oracle chuckled. “I will tell you what you need in time. You’ve spoken with one of my kind before, and you know we speak in the time we wish.” 

    “Yeah, and she said Alyona will be able to seal the Breach,” I replied as I tried not to roll my eyes. “We just have to get there and keep the Green Glass Sect from opening it all the way first, and right now, we need to make sure there isn’t a rift open under the ocean where Pullis is. So, we’re on a bit of a time crunch.” 

    “Indeed, it is the destiny of the princess to seal the Breach,” the Oracle agreed with a frown. “However, as you all must have learned by this point, Olivier and the Green Glass Sect is aware of her destiny as well, which limits its certainty.” 

    “How?” Alyona wondered. “I thought a destiny was set into stone, a determination made by the gods when time was born.” 

    “Because knowledge is power, and power can change the course of history,” the Oracle replied with a shrug. “The Sect has gained knowledge of your destiny, and they can use that information to change their plans, which, in turn, means you must change yours to fulfill your goals.” 

    “So, she shouldn’t try to stop the Breach anymore?” I narrowed my eyes on the Oracle. “Is that your great plan?” 

    “She must seal the Breach!” The Oracle’s voice echoed around the chamber and left ripples across the green pools. 

    “Okay, but if they’re coming up with a way to stop her, how do we need to change our plans?” I pressed. “You have to give us something to go on here.” 

    “You must increase the power behind the seal,” the Oracle answered. 

    “Well, that’s not vague,” Aaliyah muttered. 

    “Do you mean a spell to boost my power before I create the seal?” Alyona asked as she cocked her head to the side. “I’m sure I can find something like that. There are countless ways to increase power without blood magic.” 

    “Your magic is not enough on its own for the plan the Sect has concocted,” the Oracle continued in an ominous tone. “You must increase all the power that will form the seal.” 

    “Like how we channel each other’s power sometimes?” Naomi offered in a small voice near the tunnel. 

    “Exactly,” the Oracle confirmed. “The least experienced mage always finds the simplest solution. One of you here is the most powerful creature in our world, though you are unaware.” 

    “Well, who is it?” I demanded. “We need to know everything in order to win this war. You said yourself, knowledge is power. Half-knowledge is useless.” 

    “I can merely guide you to the solution, young dragon,” the Oracle chastised me. “As your Miraya well knows, there are limitations to how much we can do for those we guide.” 

    Miraya’s cheeks flushed when the Oracle referred to the appearance of the Iudices, a council of spirit judges who came to punish the sword spirit for helping me win a battle against another spirit. I’d had to fight one of the judges to get them off her back, but they’d promised to keep a close eye on her from now on. 

    “So, we have to figure out who is the most powerful, so Alyona can channel that power with her own?” Nike clarified. “But I thought the princess was the most powerful of all of us. Isn’t that why she’s the one destined to close the Breach?” 

    “Power can ebb and flow like the sea,” the Oracle replied and stepped closer to the pedestal. “What we add or take away changes the substance of the magic inside. For instance, if I put my hand into this water, watch what happens.” 

    The Oracle leaned forward and gently poked her bony finger into the surface of the green water. The glow of her skin seemed to amplify the glow of the water, and the light that illuminated the bowl shone all the way to the ceiling above us. The further she pushed her finger into the water, the higher it rose up the sides of the bowl until it trickled out onto the pedestal in rivers of neon green. 

    “So, add to her power until it overflows?” I asked with a touch of sarcasm. “I know you’re supposed to be a wise guide and everything, but we can’t just pour everyone’s power into her and hope for the best. That doesn’t even sound safe.” 

    “No, you can’t,” the Oracle agreed. “The power must be bound together, much like the soul bonds I sensed upon your arrival.” 

    “We all have that,” I retorted. “Well, except Lord Nikolaus. Sorry, bro. So, if we’re already bound, what else can we do? Bind things again?” 

    I didn’t mind working on our soul bonds every day, maybe even all at once. I was open to helping the cause however I could. 

    “A binding of souls is different from a binding of power,” she answered in a calm voice. “You’ll find your way there soon enough.” 

    “Thank you, blessed Oracle,” Alyona said and dipped her head gracefully. 

    “Uh, yeah, thanks,” I muttered as the Oracle took a bow. 

    “You will find your way,” she declared again before she stepped back against the wall and seemed to disappear into the stones. 

    “Well, at least we can get the berries and stuff from here,” I grunted and headed for the corner of the cavern where the Oracle had pointed earlier. “So, this little trip wasn’t completely useless.” 

    Sure enough, dozens of the red-stemmed berries lined a small pool of green water. The pond stretched about three feet long and two feet across, and small shadows flitted around under the surface. 

    “So, the berries are here, but what about the shark bones?” Laika asked as she followed me to pick the red cola berries, and the wolf-warrior bent down to pluck several of the plants and handed them to Alyona, who tucked them away into her spatial storage. 

    “Ahh, that one might be a bit more complicated,” I replied and pointed into the pool. 

    In the green water, about a dozen small sharks darted around in circles with their tiny fins just above the water’s surface. They looked no bigger than the palm of my hand, but something told me there was more to them than meets the eye. 

    “We have to kill a little shark?” Rebecca moaned. “I don’t want to kill an innocent creature.” 

    “They aren’t so innocent,” Ravi answered with a frown. “Those are banta sharks, and they’re vicious creatures. We found them occasionally in lakes when I was with my tribe. They’ll attack anything that moves and rip it to shreds without hesitation. See?” 

    Ravi plucked a hair from her ponytail and tossed it into the water. The hair waved with the motion of the water before it sank down into the sharks’ view, and they raced toward it with their tiny mouths open wide to reveal sharp dagger-like teeth. They tore into the bright orange hair with a vengeance and somehow, they managed to look disappointed when it simply split into pieces from their tearing teeth. 

    “So, how are we supposed to catch one of them?” Alyona asked. “They don’t seem fond of anything going into their waters.” 

    “I doubt we need to actually catch one.” The phoenix shrugged. “They’ve probably already killed a few of their own. We just have to find one of the bodies without getting bitten.” 

    “I can heal, remember?” I smirked. “I’ll just grab it.” 

    “You wouldn’t have an arm left to heal by the time you found what we need, my lord,” Ravi insisted. “They’re small and fast, and they can rip through an entire body in seconds. Trust me, we used to test them as children. It was quite a threat to tell someone you’d throw them into a banta shark pond.” 

    “Oh,” I sighed with a frown. “That wouldn’t work, then. What about trapping them to one side of the pond and searching the rest?” 

    “Like with a rock?” Laika asked, and a doubtful expression glanced across her features. 

    “I’m sure their teeth could destroy that, too,” the phoenix pointed out. “It has to be something tough.” 

    “Maybe magical?” I suggested. “What if I used a water barrier like I did with the Prantholum?” 

    “That could work,” Ravi mused and wrapped an orange lock of hair around her finger as she thought about it. “That would give them nothing for their teeth to grab a hold of.” 

    “It couldn’t hurt to try,” Alyona agreed. 

    So, I squatted down next to the pond, reached out to call on my water magic, pictured a wall of water on one side of the pool, and stretched it from side to side. Then I dragged it across the water to the other end of the pond like a cast net picking up bait, and I watched as the sharks gnashed their teeth with anger at the invisible barrier that forced them to swim to the other side. Once they were trapped in the end of the pond, they snapped and fought with each other, and they seemed just a little pissed off. 

    As soon as I held the barrier in place, I reached down into the water slowly to test my theory. The banta sharks pushed furiously at the barrier, but none escaped through it to tear off any of my limbs, so I shoved my arm further down and felt around for any signs of a shark we could use. 

    “Bodies are probably going to be hidden under the sand,” Ravi suggested. “They tend to hide their food for later.” 

    “Ugh, they eat each other?” Aaliyah scrunched up her nose in disgust. 

    “I told you, they’re vicious,” the phoenix replied with a nod. 

    “Okay, further down,” I murmured and leaned further down to dig through the sand at the bottom of the pool. 

    I felt around for a few seconds until my hand touched a rough surface like sandpaper, and then I grabbed the object and pulled it out to see one of the small sharks in my hand. Its body was covered in teeth marks from its fellow sharks, and the blood had drained out from its body. The sandpaper skin was nearly falling apart, and as I realized its fragility, a chunk of skin fell out of my hand back into the pond. 

    “Oh, gross,” Trina mumbled and covered her mouth. 

    “At least the bones are all here,” I said with a grimace and held the carcass out to Alyona. 

    “That’s the important part,” she agreed and laid out a knapsack on the ground between us. “Just set it here. I’ll clean it up for the spell.” 

    I set the shark’s small body on the cloth, and the princess folded it up and tied it into a knot before she dropped it into her spatial storage. 

    “Now, let’s get the hell out of here,” I muttered as I rose to my feet and brushed the sand from my trousers. 

    “I can agree with that,” Miraya declared. 

    We made our way back to the tunnel and out toward the cave. I could tell we were close when I heard the waves crash against the ship, but I couldn’t see a thing. 

    “Is it seriously nighttime?” I asked with wide eyes. “We were in there for maybe an hour.” 

    “The Oracle must have the ability to alter our perception of time,” Alyona explained. “That could also be why we thought we’d reached the cave so quickly.” 

    “Shit,” I muttered. “Now, we’ll have to wait another day to get back to Pullis. And I’m starving.” 

    “As am I,” Rebecca agreed. “I don’t think we have any fish left from last night, but I can catch some more. With the dryads’ help, of course.” 

    “We got you!” Polina chirped, and she pulled her sisters along behind Rebecca to catch our dinner. 

    “Can you teach me?” Aaliyah asked the bear Demi-Human. 

    “Of course!” Rebecca grinned and offered her hand to the lioness, and then they all hurried over to the beach next to the ship and got to work. 

    “I’ll see if I can work the kitchen on the ship,” Nike offered. “It might even have something we can use.” 

    “From hundreds of years ago?” I raised a doubtful eyebrow. “We’ve survived demon attacks, crazy mages, and a slew of monsters, but now you want to try out food poisoning?” 

    “Maybe not,” Nike laughed as he traipsed up the ramp. “I’ll just use the oven.” 

    “Good call,” I agreed. 

    “I may not be able to stay awake for dinner,” Alyona announced with a yawn. “I believe the Oracle’s magic has made me rather tired.” 

    “You can get some sleep,” I replied and pecked her on top of her head. “I can get us back to the tower on my own.” 

    “Okay, I think I’ll rest,” the princess agreed, and I led her up the ramp to the deck of the pirate ship. 

    She squeezed my hand before she walked over to the captain’s quarters and headed inside. Then Laika shot me a quick glance, and I nodded in agreement, so the wolf-warrior followed Alyona into the cabin and shut the door. 

    Laika was the first to join our harem, and she and Alyona had a tight-knit love for each other that I completely understood. They rarely went anywhere without each other, and Laika was extremely protective over the princess. 

    I looked over to see Naomi and Ravi poring over one of the books from the cabin, while Miraya sat on the railing and stared out at the ocean. The spirit seemed to be lost in thought a lot lately, and I wondered if she was still worried about the Iudices. I’d find some time to talk to her alone soon. 

    Then I heard the footsteps of Rebecca, Aaliyah, and the dryads climbing up the ramp onto the ship’s deck. 

    “We got even more this time!” Marina sang. 

    “Yeah, Aaliyah is a natural,” Rebecca bragged. “She watched me once and then caught all those on her own.” 

    Aaliyah held up a half-dozen fish with a proud grin just as Nike poked his head out of the trapdoor. 

    “Toss them down here!” he called out. “I got the oven working.” 

    “You got it!” Aaliyah replied as she and Rebecca handed the noble their catches of the day. 

    Nike disappeared under the deck again, and we all relaxed on the deck and stared at the dark ocean past the ship. 

    Today had definitely been one of the weirdest days I’d had since arriving in Inati several months ago. From talking to a second Oracle, to her manipulation of time, to feeling like I’d barely been awake even though it was dark outside, I felt all out of whack. 

    My women chatted about the things they’d found in the books and what we could find in Pullis between yawns, and I wondered why they weren’t affected the same way I was by the magic. I suppose the day really had actually gone by, so maybe that’s why they were still tired. 

    “Food’s ready,” Nike yelled as he flipped open the trapdoor. 

    The noble set two huge platters of cooked fish on the deck and then climbed out after them. He set the trays on the base of the mast, and we all grabbed chunks of the meat and tore into them. 

    I wondered for a moment if I should wake up Alyona and Laika to eat, but they’d seemed pretty set on going to bed already. Still, I wrapped up a few pieces for each of them, so they could have them later if they got hungry. 

    Within a few minutes, Nike and my lovers sat back with full bellies and tired eyes. 

    “I guess it’s time for bed,” Nike announced amid a yawn. 

    “You guys can go ahead,” I replied. “I think I’m going to go ahead and set a course for Pullis. I’m not tired at all.” 

    “Well, if you get tired, just toss the anchor,” he said as he walked over to the end of the anchor’s rope. “I’ll pull it up for you.” 

    He tugged the heavy anchor up over the railing and set it down with a thud. Thank the gods we were both strong, since there didn’t seem to be any kind of pulley system like I’d seen in the movies. 

    “Thanks!” I called out to the noble before he disappeared below deck. 

    “We’ll give you a quick breeze before we go to bed,” Trina said, and the dryads joined hands as a gust of wind opened the sails and sent us out onto the dark water. 

    “And we’re going to find an actual bed this time,” Naomi chuckled as she and the dryads breezed by me toward the trapdoor. “Good night, Lord Evan.” 

    “Night, ladies,” I replied with a grin. 

    “Goodnight.” Aaliyah, Ravi, and Rebecca trailed along behind the other women with exhaustion written all over their faces, but they still each gave me a peck on the cheek and then climbed down to the lower deck to sleep. 

    I looked over my shoulder to see Miraya sitting on the helm and staring out across the water again. I strode across the deck and grabbed the wheel to set us on course for Pullis before I turned my attention to the spirit of the Sword of Hatra. 

    “Penny for your thoughts?” I said softly and gazed at the spirit’s beautiful form laying back on her hands with her feet dangling over the side of the helm. 

    “Hmm?” she asked as she turned to focus her blue eyes on me. 

    “What are you thinking about?” I questioned, and she looked down at her feet. “Come on, you’ve been a space cadet the last couple of days. Is it the Iudices?” 

    “That is part of it,” the spirit sighed. “I don’t know how to remain a guide when I love you. I can’t imagine allowing harm to come to you or my sisters of the heart if danger came our way.” 

    “You know I can protect myself,” I said with a smile. “Don’t worry too much about me. And as for the other ladies, I think they’re pretty tough, too.” 

    “I know they are.” She took a deep breath. “I just don’t know if I could uphold the laws of the spirit guide if I had to choose between the laws and my sisters or you. I know I couldn’t.” 

    “You’ll know the right thing to do in the moment, if it ever comes,” I replied and took her hand. “That’s how it works where I’m from, too. You can learn and stress and write papers about something, but you never know what you’re really going to do until that moment arrives, and you make a split-second decision.” 

    “What did you do in your realm?” Miraya asked as her eyes found mine. “Did you go on quests such as this?” 

    “No,” I chuckled. “Unless you count my shifts as quests, I guess. I was learning to be an EMT, ah, a medic. So, if something happened to someone, I was the one who drove there in a special vehicle to render medical aid first and then take them to a doctor.” 

    “That makes sense.” The spirit smiled and looked back out on the ocean. “Did you travel much there?” 

    “Nah.” I shook my head. “I stayed with my aunt, and she brought the interesting things to us. Actually, it was one of her many random art pieces that transported me to Inati.” 

    “What was it?” she wondered. 

    “It was a dragon mask,” I laughed. “Of all the things she brought, a dragon mask sent me here. It was made of some kind of bone or something. It was a really unique piece.” 

    “I wish you could have brought it with you,” she sighed. “I’d like to see it.” 

    “Me, too,” I agreed. “Now, can I ask you something?” 

    “Of course, my lord.” Miraya turned to stare at me intently. 

    “You mentioned before about your sisters,” I referred to our conversation a few days ago. “Did you mean sword spirit sisters?” 

    “Yes, there are twelve of us,” she confirmed. “You and Lord Nikolaus have two, of course, and the other ten are… well, I don’t know.” 

    “What do you mean?” I was even more curious now. 

    “Well, when the Swords of the Nobles were created and given spirit guides, the gods divided them throughout Inati,” Miraya explained. “No one knows how or why they chose the locations, but I was surprised to find Aine was so close to me.” 

    She was talking about the spirit of the Sword of Light, which was the sword that Nike carried from his home city of Leyte. 

    “So, you have these ten other sisters, but you have no way of talking to them or seeing them?” I prodded. “Not some kind of spiritual communication or anything?” 

    “Not exactly,” she hedged. “I can sense when one of my sisters is near, like I know that Aine is currently within the Sword of Light and restless. She desires to be in battle.” 

    “But your other sisters aren’t close right now?” I asked. 

    “No.” Miraya shook her head sadly. “And I have no way of knowing how they fare. It’s been eons since I last saw them.” 

    “I’m sorry,” I murmured and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “I can only imagine how difficult that is.” 

    “It is… hard,” she choked out and wiped a tear from her cheek. “I hope one day the world can change, so I can see them all again.” 

    “I believe that day will come,” I whispered and pressed my lips to her hair. “It wouldn’t be fair to keep you apart forever.” 

    “Oh, I hope you’re right, my lord.” Miraya leaned her head on my shoulder. 

    We watched the waves crest and crash further out on the ocean as we sailed closer to our destination. After a while, I realized the sword spirit had fallen asleep on me, and I gently eased her back to lay across the helm. She looked like a decoration for the ship with her perfect form sprawled over the wood planks, and I tucked a white strand of hair behind her ear. 

    Her revelation about her sisters blew me away. I related to it in a way, since my journey to Inati tore me from the only family I had left, and I had no way back to Earth. My sweet Aunt Emma had cared for me for years after my mom died, and she owned the antique shop that sent me here. I hoped she wasn’t heartbroken over my disappearance, but I didn’t know how I could find out. 

    Or did I? 

    I stood straight up and thought about the magic I’d learned here so far. One of the first things my father Ruslan taught me was how to create my messenger dragons. They were an extension of my magic, and magic brought me to Rahma, so why couldn’t magic travel back to Earth? 

    I rubbed my hands together excitedly, and I wished someone was awake to share my idea with, but I’d have to settle for telling the story later. Hopefully, it had a happy ending. 

    I conjured one of my messengers in my palm, and the kaleidoscope-colored creature preened himself and looked at me as it awaited my command. 

    “Go to Aunt Emma on Earth,” I said quietly, and then I hesitated for a moment as I thought about what I wanted to say. “Uhh, hi, Aunt Emma. It’s me, Evan. I know this seems crazy, but I’m safe. I just have no idea how to get back to you. I’m… kind of in another world right now, and the people here really needed my help, so maybe it’s where I was meant to be. I don’t know… Ah, anyway, I love you, and I miss you. If you get this, tell the dragon what you’d want to say to me, and he’ll come back.” 

    The dragon cocked his head to the side for a moment, and I thought he wouldn’t even try to follow my instructions, but suddenly he zoomed off the boat in a flutter of wings and tail. Then he disappeared into thin air with a small burst of black glittery smoke. 

    I guess I’d just have to wait and see if it worked. 

    For now, I had some more sailing to do. 

    I coasted along the water, and I finally found myself getting woozy. I could see the tower was close, but I didn’t want to run the risk of hitting it if I fell asleep. The motion of the sea along with the weird time magic made my eyelids feel heavy, so I took Nike’s advice and dropped the anchor. 

    Then I looked over to the captain’s cabin and decided the best idea would be to curl up between my two lovers and pass out. 

    But the creaking sound of wood stopped me in my tracks. 

    Was it just the typical noises of a hundred-year-old pirate ship? 

    Then the unmistakable sound of a boot stepping on another wooden plank confirmed it was not the boat, so I put my hand on the Sword of Healing and whirled around to see a man standing near the rear of the ship. 

    He grinned and lifted a thick blade that gleamed in the moonlight. 
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    “Who are you?” I demanded as I pulled my own sword from my scabbard and held it out in front of me. “What are you doing on my ship?” 

    He was definitely human, though I couldn’t see the details of his face in the moonlight, and he wore a torn white tunic with brown leathers and boots. His head was bald, and dozens of gold hoop earrings wrapped around the outer edge of both his ears. The man grinned, and I could see he was missing a few teeth. 

    “Your ship?” the man chuckled. “It would appear you stole this vessel, and I’m here to return it to its rightful owners, once I take whatever treasures you’ve hidden on board.” 

    “I don’t know where you got your information, bud,” I snarled, “but you aren’t going anywhere with this ship.” 

    The man’s eyes glinted before he rushed me with his sword stretched out in front of him, but I brandished my own blade and sprinted to clash with him before he could notice Miraya sleeping on the helm. 

    The clang of our swords rang out over the deck, though, and the spirit sat up and gasped. 

    “Get everyone!” I bellowed, and she sprinted to the captain’s cabin and banged on the door. 

    I continued to fight off the intruder as a thought crossed my mind. 

    We were floating around in the ocean, so how the hell did he get on the ship? 

    Before I could start to answer the question, another ship shimmered into view off the starboard side, and I realized it had been hidden with mirage magic. 

    More of the intruder’s companions leaped from their ship to ours with various weapons in hand. They all appeared to be human, though at least one of them had to be a mage to have disguised the ships. 

    Laika burst out from the cabin with her broadsword held high, and she let out a wild howl before she sprinted into the fray. Within seconds, Nike, Aaliyah, Rebecca, and the dryads climbed out of the trapdoor, too, and they also began to fight the dozens of men who piled onto our ship. 

    I growled and swung my blade in a wide arc that sliced through my opponent’s ribs and left him screaming in agony as he fell to the deck. I moved on to the next attacker with a roar, and I plunged my sword deep into his chest. The bandits continued to pour out from the other ship, though, and as I turned to check on my lovers, I saw two more ships had sailed up next to ours. 

    Who the fuck did they think they were? 

    I tore through the next wave of bandits, leapt from the ship, and shifted into my dragon form in one smooth movement. 

    “There’s the dragon!” one of the bandits yelled and pointed at me. 

    “Get him!” 

    “Find the treasure!” 

    Then I flapped my wings and roared a column of fire onto the ship that blocked our path. The sails were immediately engulfed in flames, and the bandits who remained on board shoved each other out of the way to try to get to our ship. 

    I looped around and grabbed the tallest mast with my talons, and I ripped the boat away from ours and launched it away into the ocean. Then I roared as I turned back to focus on one of the other ships. 

    By now, the bandits seemed to realize they’d picked the wrong ship to attack, and some were retreating back to their own ship, but it was too fucking late.  

    I torpedoed through the air and whipped around at the last second to smash my tail into the hull of the second boat, and water instantly poured into the gaping hole as the ship began to go down into the depths of the sea. 

    I flew back over our ship and saw Ravi and Naomi had joined the fight, while Miraya stood guard over Alyona in the cabin. Nike’s Sword of Light hummed with power as he sliced through his attackers, and I grinned to myself as I thought about how Aine was probably happy to have some action now. 

    I dropped from the sky and transformed back into my human body to land on the deck of our ship, and I conjured a fiery bow and arrow to pick off the remaining bandits one by one.  

    Maybe twenty of them remained, but not for long. 

    Naomi and the dryads called upon the water magic they’d been practicing, and a long watery tentacle rose up from the ocean to wrap around a dozen of the attackers. The appendage squeezed the bandits as they yelped and begged for help, and then they were tossed a few hundred yards out into the sea. 

    Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of a bandit trying to sneak over to the trapdoor, and I released an arrow that plunged into his spine. He collapsed into a screaming pile of flames, and I strode over to kick him off the side of the boat. When I turned back, I saw Rebecca dig her claws into the back of another bandit and heave him over the railing, and the bear Demi-Human let out a primal roar as she turned to find another opponent. 

    My warrior women were definitely hot as fuck.  

    I sprinted back into the melee so we could finish off the last handful of bandits, and I grabbed a man by the throat and lifted him off his feet. 

    “Why are you here?” I bellowed. 

    “To… take your… treasure,” he gasped as his dark eyes bulged out of their sockets. “Dragons always… have treasure.” 

    “Then you’re a fucking idiot,” I snarled as I crushed his windpipe and tossed him over the edge. 

    Aaliyah sent the last bandit into the water with his intestines dangling from his belly, and we all turned to look at each other and catch our breaths. 

    “What the hell was that?” Rebecca asked between pants. 

    “Bandits,” Miraya replied as she and Alyona approached us from the cabin. “He said they wanted the dragon’s treasure.” 

    “Well, that was dumb,” Laika muttered and brushed a chunk of flesh from her leathers. “Did they think it would be easy to fight a dragon?” 

    “How did they know a dragon was here, though?” I wondered. 

    No one seemed to have an answer for that one. 

    “Hey, you didn’t destroy one of the ships,” Polina called out as she peered over the railing to the other vessel. 

    “Yeah, let’s go see who they were,” Trina said and climbed up to jump across. 

    “Whoa, hang on,” I muttered. “I’ll go first. Just in case there are more of them on board.” 

    “Good point,” Marina agreed and gave Trina a chastising look. 

    Besides, if they were bandits--or pirates, since we were in the ocean-- they probably had more treasures hidden inside their ship. 

    I jumped across to the bandits’ ship and scoured the top deck for any stragglers, but I didn’t see or hear anything, so I waved the dryads over. 

    “Just a quick check of the ship,” I said. “Maybe they have some supplies we could use.” 

    The sisters nodded, and we headed for the door that led us to the lower deck. The ship was designed similarly to ours, but the lower deck was sectioned off into rooms. We checked each door, but a familiar pull told me to check the last room on the right, and I skipped ahead of the dryads to push the door open. 

    Bingo. 

    Bags of gold coins were scattered throughout the room, and boxes of jewels and other treasures were stacked on shelves against the back wall. I pored through the room as I dumped pile after pile of treasure into my spatial storage until I reached the shelves. 

    Most of the boxes were ragged and falling apart, but one looked fairly new. The craftsmanship was of a higher quality, and the wood was stained a pale turquoise color. It had a keyhole, but when I pushed up on the lid, it opened easily, and inside the box sat a pendant I recognized instantly. 

    The duchess’ Parla, in the shape of an octopus, sat on a cushioned bed of satin with the chain laid carefully around it. 

    What the fuck was going on? 

    I grabbed the box and slipped it into my spatial storage before I cleaned out the rest of the room and rejoined the dryads in the hallway. 

    “We found some extra meat,” Marina announced as she patted the bag slung over her shoulder. 

    “And some fruit,” Trina added. 

    “Did you find what you were looking for?” Polina asked with a mischievous grin. 

    “That and a little more,” I murmured. “Let’s go back to our ship, and I’ll show everyone.” 

    “Oooh, a mystery!” Marina giggled. 

    “Something like that,” I agreed with a grimace. 

    I didn’t like how it looked to find the duchess’ sacred jewelry in the hands of thieves. I was glad we had it back, but she was only wearing it last night. How could the bandits possibly have it already? Had Pullis already been under attack?  

    Something seemed… fishy. 

    We climbed the stairs back to the top deck and hopped over the gap to our own ship. 

    “Find anything interesting?” Nike raised a raven-colored eyebrow. 

    “Yeah, this.” I pulled the box from my spatial storage and opened it for everyone to see the pendant that sat inside. 

    “Is that…?” Naomi trailed off in confusion. 

    “The duchess’ necklace?” I finished. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure.” 

    “But why would the bandits have it?” Aaliyah wondered. 

    “I don’t know,” I admitted, “but I think it means we need to hurry back to Pullis.” 

    “I’ll pull up the anchor,” Nike declared and rushed over to the rope. 

    “We’ll set sail,” Trina said, and the sisters walked to the rear of the ship to provide the gust of wind to get us started. 

    After a moment, the air rushed through the sails, and we moved at a much quicker pace to return to the underwater city. 

    By the time the sun was rising, we were within a stone’s throw of the tower, and we pulled up close to the shore as the dryads blew a softer gust of wind in the opposite direction to stop us, since throwing down our anchor with a city below us seemed like a bit of a dick move. 

    Anja rushed out of the tower with Galloway right behind her, and the dark-skinned mermaid stopped just shy of the ocean with an excitement etched across her features. 

    “Did you get what you needed?” she asked. 

    “Yes!” Alyona confirmed. “Can you reach out to the duchess again?” 

    “Of course,” Anja agreed with a smile. 

    Ravi shifted to her phoenix body and flew down to pick up the pregnant mermaid and bring her on board. As soon as her feet hit the wooden planks, the dryads sent us out on the water again, and we left Galloway standing on the shore with his arms crossed over his chest. 

    Anja pulled out her pendant and hesitated. 

    “Is everything alright?” I asked. 

    “Yeah, there’s just something… different,” she murmured. “Maybe I’m just worried about another sea monster.” 

    “Maybe,” I agreed, but I wondered if her call would work when I knew the duchess’ pendant was tucked away inside my spatial storage. 

    After a few minutes, a mermaid burst out from the water to hover next to the ship and cocked her head to the side as she stared at Anja. Her bright yellow hair was twisted back into a braid, and her eyes matched the color of the night sky. Her scales were the color of dandelions, and a simple white wrap covered her top half but left her chocolate-colored midriff exposed. 

    “What’s wrong, dear sister?” she asked. “Is it the baby?” 

    “No,” Anja replied with a confused look. “Why isn’t Helmi answering her call?” 

    “She lost her pendant,” the other mermaid answered and frowned. “I’ll go get her.” 

    Lost it, huh? I wasn’t convinced. 

    A few minutes later, the duchess made her grand appearance and landed on the deck in a splash of water and long dark legs. 

    “You’ve completed your mission?” Helmi tried to hide the surprise in her voice. 

    “You didn’t think we would?” I grinned. “Never underestimate a dragon.” 

    “Indeed,” she murmured and pursed her lips. “And you met the Oracle?” 

    “Yeah, yeah, real nice lady.” I smirked. “Now, how about that spell?” 

    “Of course,” Helmi replied with a fake smile. “Right away.” 

    She walked over to the helm, and Alyona followed her with the ingredients. Naomi joined them, and the three women murmured together as they combined the berries and bones with the leaves in a small ceramic bowl. Then the princess waved me over, and I strode over with a smug smile. 

    “The spell is ready for your magic,” the Duchess declared. “Now, you must only use the magic of the water, or it won’t work. Can you do that?” 

    “Yeah, I got it,” I confirmed. “What do I say?” 

    “Water like air, breath of life, endless strength, day to night,” Helmi intoned. 

    I took a deep breath and focused on the water around us. Then I called on the power of the sea and repeated the duchess’ words. 

    Suddenly, the waves began to roll and crash against the sides of the ship, and we rocked back and forth for a moment before drops of water fell from the sky and landed in the bowl with noisy splashes. Soon, the bowl was nearly full, and the cloudless rain stopped. 

    “Now what?” I asked. 

    “Now, each of you drink from the bowl,” the duchess instructed. 

    “I’ll go first,” Nike offered and gave me a sideways glance. “You know, just in case.” 

    I understood his meaning and nodded in agreement. If the duchess had created something poisonous, I could heal the noble quickly. 

    Nike lifted the bowl to his lips and sipped the magical concoction. Then he cleared his throat, and we all watched him intently. 

    “All good?” I asked after a moment. 

    He nodded and handed the bowl to Polina, and the dryad took her sip and passed it down the line until I took the final drink and emptied the bowl. 

    “I don’t feel any different,” Trina observed with a frown. 

    “You’ll have to be in the water to feel the difference,” Helmi declared and rolled her eyes. “You can still breathe air.” 

    “Okay, let’s try it out,” Marina suggested. 

    Before I could stop them, the dryads joined hands and skipped over the railing and into the water with a splash. After a moment, they popped their heads back up to the surface and grinned. 

    “It works!” Polina exclaimed. “We can breathe underwater!” 

    “I knew it would.” Helmi crossed her arms over her chest with disdain. “Let’s go have our meeting, so you can be on your way. Now, you can follow me to the palace, right?” 

    “Yes, now we’re good to go,” I chuckled. “We need to get Anja back to shore, though.” 

    “I’ll send a guard up to help her,” the duchess said with a wave of her hand. “Is that alright, sister?” 

    “Of course,” Anja agreed and offered a curtsy. “Thank you.” 

    “You’re welcome,” Helmi replied with a soft smile. “I’ll come see you again soon.” 

    Anja nodded before Helmi dove from the ship into the water. 

    “We’ll see you soon,” Naomi called out to the mermaid, and then she jumped in behind the duchess. 

    “This should be interesting,” Aaliyah muttered before she and Rebecca dove in together. 

    “I could always stay up here with her,” Ravi offered and looked down at the water with obvious discomfort. 

    “We need you with us,” I insisted. “I know you don’t like the water, and I get it, but we need to stick together, okay? It’s not safe alone.” 

    “Okay,” the phoenix sighed. “Just know I’m going to need a serious rebirthing when we’re done here.” 

    “Duly noted,” I chuckled as she hopped off the ship and into the water. 

    Miraya, Laika, Alyona, Nike, and I looked at each other one more time, and then we joined the others in the water. 

    As soon as I plunged beneath the surface, my instinct told me to kick back up, but I inhaled a short test breath and found the water filled my lungs just as comfortably as air. 

    It really did work. I did a fucking spell, bitches. 

    Before I could celebrate much longer, Alyona waved at me to follow the others down into the city. I nodded and looked past her to see Helmi was mid-transition, and I was amazed at the way her scales seemed to grow in fast time and spread over her body like someone was pouring orange paint down her legs. 

    As we swam deeper underwater, I finally got a glimpse of Pullis. 

    The city was no bigger than Hatra, but the buildings were all made of a pale sandstone, and each one was decorated with bright sparkling gemstones. Rubies and sapphires were embedded into multiple surfaces, and they looked like the scales that covered the fins I now saw everywhere. Hundreds of merpeople swam around with their daily activities. One mermaid carried a basket of fish, while another tugged a pair of young mermen behind her. 

    “Fascinating,” I breathed, and I realized my voice sounded a little distorted underwater, but it wasn’t any more difficult than speaking on land. 

    Fucking cool. 

    We followed Helmi to the building that was obviously the palace. While it had the sandstone walls and bejeweled exterior, it also featured a huge replica of the crown on the duchess’ head carved into the front door, complete with jewels and all. 

    “This is beautiful,” Alyona gushed. 

    “Thank you,” Helmi replied as she hovered in front of the door. “I’ll go find my husband. You can wait in the front room. Help yourselves to the food.” 

    The duchess led us inside the palace, and I had the strangest feeling as we swam through the entrance to the area she indicated. There were no chairs anywhere, but a platter of cubed fruit sat motionless on a table in the center of the room. 

    “How is that not floating?” I wondered and tapped the fruit with my finger. 

    The juice squirted out into the water and then floated up in front of my face. 

    “They’ve probably enchanted their dishes,” Naomi replied. “That would certainly make it easier to eat and such underwater.” 

    “Makes sense,” I murmured as Helmi swam further into the palace and disappeared around the corner. “So, should I ask her about the pendant?” 

    “If you do, I’d suggest not telling her how we got it,” Nike said quietly. “If we sound suspicious of her, we may not get to find the rift.” 

    “True, but--” I was cut off by loud squeals as five mermaids paddled into the room.  

    I recognized one as the yellow-finned woman who’d answered Anja’s call, and the others had the same mahogany skin. Two of the mermaids shared matching lime green hair and bright blue eyes, while another bore a smattering of dark freckles sprinkled across her nose, and the freckled mermaid’s bright pink hair looked like cotton candy as it floated in the water behind her. The last mermaid had the same neon red hair as Anja, and her eyes glowed a bright green as she cocked her head to the side with curiosity. 

    “Hello!” one of the green-headed women squeaked. 

    “You must be the dragon our sister spoke of!” the other called out. 

    “Eeeeeek, he’s definitely the dragon!” 

    “Okay, yes, I’m the dragon,” I assured them and awkwardly swam to the middle of the room. “And who might you be?” 

    “We are the ladies of the house,” the first one announced. “My name is Ragna, and these are my sisters Sanna, Carin, Eira, and Majken.” 

    “We’re pleased to meet you,” Alyona replied and attempted to curtsy. 

    “It’s okay,” Sanna giggled. “Landwalkers always struggle at first. You’ll get more used to it.” 

    “Without fins?” Aaliyah scrunched up her nose doubtfully. 

    “Even without fins,” Eira confirmed with a giggle. 

    “Where did Helmi go?” Sanna asked. “She said she was bringing you here.” 

    “She went to get the duke,” I replied. “We’re going to have a little chat.” 

    “Sounds boring.” Sanna flipped her hot pink hair over her shoulder and met my gaze with her pale blue eyes. “Besides, he went on an expedition. He won’t be back for a while.” 

    “An expedition?” I echoed. “For what?” 

    “It’s a big secret,” Majken whispered. 

    “I won’t tell,” I promised with a smile. 

    “She doesn’t even know,” Eira giggled. “We aren’t good at keeping secrets anyway. It’s not in our nature.” 

    “Fair enough,” I chuckled. 

    “Would you like us to keep you entertained while you wait for him?” Sanna asked and batted her long dark eyelashes. 

    “Ah, I--” I stammered for a response to her obvious flirtation when Helmi burst into the room. 

    “Mermaids can’t mate with anyone but mermen, Sanna,” the duchess spat out. “Now, run along.” 

    “But, Helmi--” Sanna started to argue. 

    “I said go,” the duchess cut her off and gave her a long hard stare. 

    “Yeah, okay,” Sanna mumbled before she looked at me with fire in her eyes. “The offer is good for any time you get bored in our great city.” 

    “Thanks,” I replied with a smile. 

    The five mermaids flitted away into the depths of the palace, and Helmi stared at me with a stern expression. 

    “I apologize for Sanna and Eira,” she said. “Those two have been single for a long time.” 

    “I don’t mind,” I chuckled. “But I’m curious. Were you serious about mermaids not being able to mate with non-mermaids?” 

    “Well, they can’t reproduce,” she answered carefully. “It’s simply not possible.” 

    “I don’t know, I got a centaur pregnant.” I shrugged, and the duchess clutched her hand to her chest. “Oh, that reminds me. I found something I believe is yours.” 

    I pulled the box from my spatial storage and held it open to the duchess as I awaited her reaction, but her face was decidedly still as she peered over the lip into the box. 

    “My Parla!” she finally gasped. “Where did you find this?” 

    “Just happened across it after we left the cave.” I smirked. “It’s yours, right?” 

    “Yes, of course,” Helmi murmured. “I suppose the sea does have a way of bringing things back to you.” 

    “Yeah, I’m sure it does,” I agreed and frowned. “So, how long are we going to have to wait for your husband?” 

    “It just depends on how long it takes for him to find what he’s looking for,” Helmi said with a shrug. “Hopefully, it won’t be long.” 

    “We’re happy to wait,” Alyona cut in to offer her diplomacy. “We were just talking about the fruit and--” 

    “Duchess!” a merman bellowed from the front door. “You must come quickly!” 

    Helmi looked over at the guard and then twisted around to swim out the door. 

    This didn’t sound good. 
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    My first instinct was to run after the duchess, but I had to adjust for the water, so I kicked my feet and swam after her. I wasn’t as swift under water, but I kept up enough to see a crowd of merpeople had gathered in the road a few blocks away from the palace. They swam around in circles, and several waved their arms frantically as they spoke to each other. 

    We slowed to a stop behind Helmi and the guard as she lifted her hands to silence the citizens. 

    “What is going on here?” the duchess demanded and put her fists to her hips. 

    “Your Grace, there’s a thief in our midst!” a merman cried out, and the other merpeople began to yell again. 

    “They stole my fruit!” 

    “And my bread!” 

    “And several bolts of fabric!” 

    “Okay, okay,” Helmi calmed everyone down. “And no one saw anything?” 

    “Well, Filip said he saw the culprit,” one of the mermaids answered and pointed behind a shop. “He gave chase that way, but he hasn’t come back yet.” 

    “Go make sure Filip doesn’t get himself hurt,” the duchess ordered her guard. 

    “Yes, Your Grace,” he agreed and flipped his fin as he took off after Filip. 

    “Now, I’ll need a list of everything that’s been taken,” she addressed the crowd once more. “Then, once we have the culprit, we’ll have to list his charges.” 

    “So, you have a judge and jury or what?” I asked. 

    It seemed a legitimate justice system was pretty rare so far, so I was interested to hear how theirs worked. 

    “The duke and I judge all crimes,” Helmi replied and clenched her jaw. “I don’t know what this jury is you speak of.” 

    “A group of citizens who decide if someone is guilty or not.” I frowned. “So, you just decide what happens to a person?” 

    “Well, obviously, I have to determine guilt,” she sighed. “But why would regular people be able to do that? They don’t know the law. And who knows if they can tell when someone is lying?” 

    “That’s why there’s more than one person,” I answered with a shrug. “It allows them to discuss the situation and decide the best way forward. It’s fair for everyone that way.” 

    “It sounds like a waste of time,” the duchess scoffed and rolled her eyes. “We would have to explain the laws to the people on this jury, listen to the crimes--” 

    “And allow the accused person to tell their side of the story,” I added. “Yeah, it can take some time, but it keeps innocent people from getting punished for something they didn’t do.” 

    “And allows criminals to try and lie their way out,” she argued. “I don’t like it. I’d rather handle it myself.” 

    “I’m not telling you what to do, Your Grace,” I replied as I arched an eyebrow. “Just giving you an alternative.” 

    “I think I’ll manage without your ideas,” Helmi muttered.  

    Most of my women glared daggers at the mermaid, and even Alyona opened her mouth to respond before she shook her head and closed it. The duchess appeared to be very stuck in her ways, and the mermaid way didn’t seem to include being open to other suggestions. 

    “Duchess!” a man’s voice interjected. “I found him!” 

    A merman suddenly appeared from behind the shop, and he dragged a thrashing young merman by his skinny arm. The boy had short turquoise hair and bright green eyes that darted around rapidly for an escape route. The boy looked to be about ten or eleven, and his turquoise tail flipped furiously as he held tightly to a bag wrapped around his torso and tried to swim away from the much larger man. 

    His captor, presumably Filip, was a big guy, at least six and half feet tall if he was on legs. His bare, dark-skinned chest was thick with muscle, and bright white tattoos covered his arms from his shoulders to his wrists. His electric blue hair was twisted into long braids that dangled down his back, and his face was contorted into a smug grin. 

    “What the hell are you doing to him?” I demanded. “He’s just a child!” 

    “He’s a thief!” the merman snarled as he shook the boy in his grasp. “And I’m delivering him to the duchess for his crimes.” 

    “Funny, because it looks like you’re a grown man squeezing a child’s arm so hard it could break,” I growled, and I felt the heat of my fire magic warm my arms until the water next to me began to bubble. 

    “Filip, Lord Evan, let’s all calm down,” the duchess soothed. “He does look rather young to be a thief.” 

    “Youth is no excuse to ignore the laws of our land,” Filip argued. “Wouldn’t you agree, Duchess?” 

    “I do,” she hedged, “but I also need to see the proof of his crimes.” 

    Helmi shot a sideways glance at me as if to prove she was perfectly capable of determining his guilt on her own. 

    “Is this enough proof for you?” Filip grunted and ripped the bag from the boy’s chest. 

    He dumped its contents into the water, and several apples, bread, and fabric floated up between them. 

    The boy’s chin dropped to his chest in the ultimate look of defeat, and his cheeks flushed a deep red of shame. He stopped fighting Filip’s grasp on him, and he rubbed his eyes to keep from crying. 

    “Looks like we have all the proof we need, right, Lord Evan?” Helmi sneered as she looked at me triumphantly. “The law states the punishment for theft is the loss of the hand that has stolen.” 

    “What?” I couldn’t believe what she’d said. “You want to cut off the hand of a child? Are you insane?” 

    The guard who had led us outside finally reappeared with two more merman guards in tow, and they all seemed to notice the high tension in the group and eased over to the duchess as she spoke. 

    “I do not make the laws, Lord Evan,” she replied with a wave of her hand. “I merely uphold them. Guards, take the boy.” 

    “Wait!” I demanded. “Don’t you even care why a child is stealing such things?” 

    The guards stopped and looked at me in utter bewilderment. 

    “What do you mean?” one of them asked. “The reason isn’t important.” 

    “He’s old enough to know it’s wrong to steal,” the duchess added. “That should be reason enough not to do it.” 

    “Yet, he did,” I argued. “And he didn’t steal gold, treasures, or toys. He stole food and fabric. Why?” 

    “Are you hungry, child?” Alyona asked the boy softly. 

    “I-I… I haven’t eaten in three days,” he whispered without looking up. 

    “Three days?” Rebecca gasped. “Why?” 

    “It doesn’t matter why!” the guard snapped and grabbed the boy’s arm. “He broke the law, and now he has to pay.” 

    Filip released his hold on the boy as the other two guards swam up behind him. One grabbed his other arm, and the third guard pulled the sword from his belt. 

    “Stop!” I bellowed and kicked my way closer to hover in the lead guard’s face. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I won’t let you hurt him. This is ridiculous!” 

    The guard scowled at me and looked to the duchess for help. 

    “He’ll never learn without punishment,” Helmi pointed out. 

    “And the punishment needs to match the crime,” I argued. “This is not justice.” 

    “You do not determine justice for my city!” the duchess hissed as she narrowed her eyes at me. 

    “I determine justice for Rahma, as its future king!” I thundered and whipped the Sword of Hatra from my belt. 

    I pressed the tip of the sword against the lead guard’s bare chest, and the other two released the boy and reached for their own weapons. 

    “I wouldn’t try that if I were you,” Laika warned in a low voice. 

    I glanced over my shoulder to see she held daggers in each hand, while Nike gripped the Sword of Light and glared at the guards with his silvery eyes. 

    Rebecca and Aaliyah held out their clawed hands, and the dryads’ green eyes flashed with anger, while Alyona, Miraya, and Naomi poised to attack. 

    “I have a lot more backup than you do,” I growled as I pulled the boy to my chest. 

    “I can see you feel very strongly about this issue, Lord Evan,” Helmi declared and signaled for her men to stand down. “What would you say is a more appropriate punishment for the boy?” 

    “Let him work,” I replied, but I never took my eyes off the guards as I backed away with the little merboy. “He can work off his debts to the shopkeepers, and if they like his work, he can earn money to pay for food.” 

    “I actually like that idea,” the fruit stand mermaid squeaked. “If we cut off his hand, he might never be able to work. Then he would always be starving.” 

    “A very good point,” I agreed and turned my attention to the child. “Now, why has it been so long since you ate? Where are your parents?” 

    “My mother died when I was born,” he answered softly. “My father has been gone for a few days.” 

    “Gone where?” I demanded. “He left you alone?” 

    “H-He used to leave me with his lady friend, but she said she didn’t want to see him anymore,” the boy murmured. “So, I wasn’t sure how else to eat.” 

    “Why didn’t you come ask for help?” the duchess asked and cocked her head to the side curiously. “We have food at the palace.” 

    “I didn’t know I could,” he replied with a shrug. “You’ve never spoken to me before.” 

    “Oh,” Helmi sighed, and then she lifted her chest high again and looked toward the guards. “Get him to the palace and feed him. Then we will find his father.” 

    “Are you sure?” the lead guard asked with a suspicious glance my way. 

    “Did I sound uncertain?” the duchess countered and glared at him. 

    “No, Your Grace,” he muttered, and then the guards swam over and motioned for the boy to follow them. 

    “Hey,” I murmured and grabbed his arm gently. “I’ll be here for a while. If you need something, find me.” 

    “Thank you, my lord,” he whispered and then darted after the guards toward the palace. 

    I turned back to see the duchess with a smirk on her face and her arms crossed over her chest. 

    “Well, now that the excitement is over, you all can leave,” she said casually. 

    “Leave?” I raised an eyebrow. “We haven’t had our meeting yet.” 

    “And it sounds like it won’t be necessary,” she retorted. “You think very highly of yourself and your ideas, Lord Evan. We don’t need your help here.” 

    “He just helped that young boy,” the fruit mermaid pointed out. “He found a suitable punishment, Your Grace.” 

    “Yeah, and he wasn’t the bad kind of thief,” the bread merman agreed. “He was just a hungry child.” 

    “I know that!” Helmi snapped and then took a deep breath. “Either way, your services are not needed. The Duke will be gone for a while, and I don’t want you hanging about causing scenes.” 

    “Causing scenes?” Aaliyah echoed, and her voice dropped into a rumbling growl. “He saved that boy’s hand.” 

    “Nevertheless, you are no longer guests of Pullis,” the duchess snarled. “Please leave.” 

    “No,” I growled. “We need to talk to both of you. We won’t leave until we do.” 

    “What is so damn important?” Helmi shrieked as she threw her arms up into the air. “You aren’t wanted here!” 

    “Your city is in danger!” I yelled back. 

    The merpeople from the marketplace gasped and began to talk in hushed tones. 

    “Danger?” 

    “The whole city?” 

    “How?” 

    “Quiet, that’s enough,” Helmi shushed them with a sharp glare. “Lord Evan just needs a reason to stay, but your scare tactics won’t work.” 

    “It’s not a tactic,” Alyona insisted as she stepped forward. “We came because there is a real threat to the city, and you need to know about it.” 

    “M-Maybe you should hear them out, Your Grace,” the fruit stand owner stammered. 

    “Silence!” the duchess commanded. “I don’t need the opinion of a worker to help me make a decision.” 

    “Hey, you don’t have to talk to her like that,” one of the other mermaids piped up. “We’re all looking out for Pullis.” 

    “Oh, shut up,” Filip grunted. “If the duchess doesn’t want to talk to them, she doesn’t have to. No one knows who they are anyway.” 

    “I’m Lord Evan of Hatra,” I growled. “And this is Princess Alyona. We are the future king and queen of Rahma, so why don’t you show a little fucking respect?” 

    Even garbled underwater, my voice vibrated between us, and Filip flitted back away from me a few feet. 

    “Fine, you can stay long enough to tell me the danger,” Helmi spat out. “And not a minute longer. Follow me.” 

    Then she flicked her orange fin and swam back toward the palace. 

    We all looked at each other for a moment before we followed her out of the marketplace and left the other merpeople staring at each other with a mixture of worry and confusion. The duchess really didn’t give a single fuck about how the news affected her people. 

    Hell, she didn’t even care about why a kid would steal food. She’d been all about cutting off his whole damn hand. 

    Helmi was the epitome of the rude, conceited mermaid behavior we’d heard about, and I was starting to have flashbacks to Whitaker in Colaruma. The lizard Demi-Human was the Head Magistrate of the council in the underground city, and he was selfish enough to steal from the people he didn’t like until they were poor so he could keep things for himself and his friends. 

    But I took care of that fucker, and I’d take care of this bitch, too.  

    After I’d gathered my evidence, I beheaded him, but I figured that was a story for another time with the duchess, since I could practically see the steam pouring out from her ears as she cruised toward the palace without looking back. 

    “I think I may have offended the duchess,” I murmured to Alyona. “She probably doesn’t like me very much.” 

    “I’m not sure she liked you to begin with,” the princess giggled. 

    “Whaaaat?” I put my hand to my chest in mock offense. “What would make you think that?” 

    “I don’t know, the way she talks to you?” Ravi suggested with a grin. 

    “Or the way she stares at you like she hates your guts,” Rebecca snickered. 

    “I guess I missed those things,” I said innocently. “I thought everyone loved dragons.” 

    “I’m sure they do,” Laika laughed as we approached the palace doors behind the duchess. 

    Helmi breezed inside, and we floated in behind her. 

    “You!” the duchess hollered at a guard who hovered in the front room. “Out.” 

    The merman dipped his head and swam out the door. 

    “So, what is your husband searching for?” Alyona asked as we swam over to the table with the enchanted dish of fruit. 

    I realized the table wasn’t floating, either, and I wondered how much enchantment was required to keep an underwater city functioning. 

    “Oh, he’s always looking for something,” Helmi muttered. “Treasure, trouble, you name it, he’ll find it.” 

    “It sounds like he does a lot for Pullis,” the princess observed carefully. “He makes sure you have what you need.” 

    “He does,” the mermaid replied, and her tail twitched with annoyance. “Now, what is this big danger you mentioned?” 

    “Have you ever heard of the Green Glass Sect?” I asked as I got straight to the point. 

    “No,” Helmi answered with a frown. “Should I?” 

    “You know about the Breach, right?” I narrowed my eyes at the mermaid leader. 

    “Of course,” she scoffed. “Just because I didn’t know about you doesn’t mean I’m completely off the trade routes down here.” 

    “So, you know the Breach is intended to be a portal from the underworld?” Alyona pressed. 

    “Yes, of course,” Helmi huffed. “That’s why the king is trying to close it.” 

    “Exactly,” I agreed. “However, the Green Glass Sect wants it open.” 

    “Why?” she gasped, and her eyes widened in what seemed like genuine shock. “That would give demons free reign over Rahma, or possibly even all of Inati.” 

    “Which is why we’re trying to stop them.” I smirked. “We’ve been following them all around Rahma for the last few months.” 

    “And you haven’t caught them yet?” Helmi raised an orange eyebrow. “I thought you were supposed to be a warrior.” 

    “I am,” I growled. “They’re led by a very powerful mage, a necromancer, to be exact. And he uses blood magic for many of his spells. He calls himself the Sage.” 

    “The Sage,” the duchess repeated in an odd tone. 

    “Yeahhh.” I hesitated as she seemed to become lost in thought. “Anyway, he’s a sick bastard for a multitude of reasons, but he’ll get his at the hands of my dragon mate.” 

    Valerra had made me promise to let her tear into Olivier as soon as we caught him. He was responsible for the death of her family and hundreds of dragons in Rahma, so as much as I wanted to bleed him like the pig he was, she had first dibs. 

    “I see,” Helmi murmured and pursed her lips. “And you think he’s here?” 

    “We’re not sure if he’s here exactly,” Alyona admitted. “We’ve, ah, heard he and the Sect have been in this area.” 

    It seemed the princess was also hesitant to share too much information with Helmi, and I wondered if she held the same reservations as I did. It was too coincidental that we’d found the duchess’ prized necklace on board the pirates’ ship after they’d been on the hunt for a dragon’s treasure, and she hadn’t seemed overly excited to see the necklace returned, considering she claimed to have lost it. 

    “So, what is your plan, then?” the duchess asked and crossed her arms over her chest. “Search the entire city for one man?” 

    “No.” I shook my head. “We believe they’ve opened a rift here.” 

    “A rift?” Helmi uncrossed her arms and put them on her hips. “What is that?” 

    “Basically, a miniature Breach,” I replied. “It leaks miasma and gives demons a small opening to our world. I’m sure you don’t want that.” 

    “Well, obviously.” The mermaid leader smirked and twisted a lock of bright orange hair around her finger. “What can you do to stop it?” 

    “We can seal it,” the princess answered. “Once we find it, we won’t need long to take care of it, but we do have to find it.” 

    “So, you won’t be snooping through my city for a man but for a hole in the ground?” Helmi snorted. “And what if I say no?” 

    “Then you’ll be putting your people and eventually Rahma at risk,” I shot back. “And I won’t have that.” 

    “I’m sure my people can find it ourselves,” the duchess said with an eye roll. “We don’t need you pillaging the city on your little adventure.” 

    “Pillaging the city?” I echoed with a wild laugh. “Lady, you have some fucking nerve. We came to help you.” 

    “Who said we needed your help?” Helmi sneered. 

    “You didn’t even know a rift was possible,” Aaliyah retorted and bared her long fangs. “How are you going to find it on your own?” 

    “Well, I--” the mermaid started to argue. 

    “And you don’t know how to seal it,” Naomi pointed out as her amber eyes flashed with aggravation. 

    “Plus, if anyone from the Sect is here, there’s no way you’ll win that battle without us,” Trina added. 

    “My guards are quite skilled,” Helmi cut in. 

    “Not as skilled as Lord Evan and Lord Nikolaus,” Polina huffed. 

    “Not to mention the rest of us,” Marina chuckled. “Most of us have fought in the Blue Tree Guild for many years.” 

    “We’ve fought echidnas, stone giants, mages, demons, and countless other creatures, and we always win,” Laika chimed in as her furry gray ears flattened against her head. “Can your soldiers say that?” 

    “Well, no,” the duchess muttered. “We stay to ourselves.” 

    “And now someone has come to you,” I said. “This is not a small problem you can fix on your own. This is something we specialize in and can solve for you. So, you can keep pushing us away, or you can rein in your pride and accept some help.” 

    Helmi’s mouth dropped open, and she stared at me with a mixture of anger and surprise. 

    “We only want to help our people,” Alyona added softly. “While you may not like us for barging in, you are our people.” 

    Another beat of silence. 

    “Fine,” the mermaid finally responded. “You can find the rift and seal it. That’s it. I don’t want… ah, my people to think we need your help all the time.” 

    I narrowed my eyes at her hesitation and wondered what exactly she didn’t want us to find. The mermaid leader was definitely keeping something to herself. 

    “We’ll make sure the citizens know you were vital in saving the city once it’s safe,” the princess assured her. “It shows great strength for a leader to utilize every tool available, and right now, we are the tools.” 

    “I guess,” Helmi muttered. “But I’m eating lunch before we go on this little escapade. I’m starving.” 

    “I can agree with that,” I chuckled as my own stomach growled. “What’s for lunch?” 

    “Oh, uh, we don’t have many options,” the mermaid replied with a frown. “A few types of fish, really.” 

    “Sounds great!” Rebecca exclaimed and rubbed her paws together. 

    “Yeah, great,” Trina agreed sarcastically. 

    It seemed the dryads were already getting tired of fish for meals. 

    We followed Helmi into the dining hall and looked at the table and chairs anchored to the floor. 

    “They’re enchanted,” the duchess explained. “If you sit in one of the chairs, it will keep you from floating around. The food stays on the table, too.” 

    “Fascinating,” Naomi murmured as she ran her clawed fingers over the back of a seat. 

    We all swam over to the chairs and pushed ourselves into them, and as soon as my ass touched the wood, it was like I was sucked into place. It wasn’t uncomfortable, though. Rather, it felt like when you sit on a deep-seated couch and sink into it. It was surprisingly comfy, and I settled into the chair with a sigh. It was nice to relax after all this swimming, and it seemed the rest of my companions agreed as they all leaned back into the chairs with relief. 

    The duchess sat in the chair just to the right of the head of the table and looked off into the distance. After our last conversation, I doubted she was interested in small talk, so I settled for looking around the dining hall. The walls were the same sandstone color as the outside, though not as many jewels were encrusted inside. Swirls of gold, silver, and various neon colors were painted along the walls and ceiling, though, and a handful of decorations were attached to the wall. 

    A large trophy-like cup with two merpeople locked in a wrestling pose caught my attention, and I wondered if they had some kind of fighting competition here. Further down, a statue of a whale took up about a quarter of the wall. It was carved out of marble, and gold flecks shined in the deep gray whorls of the material. The whale’s tail featured a little wave of water underneath it, and the detail of the design was impeccable, down to the blowhole on top. 

    “It’s been in the family for generations,” Helmi interrupted my gazing as she motioned toward the marble whale. “The story is a sailor gave it to one of my ancestors as a token of appreciation when she saved him from drowning after he fell overboard while whale-watching.” 

    “It looks great,” I observed. “Very lifelike.” 

    “Indeed.” She nodded and returned silently to her deep thoughts. 

    I wondered what was on her mind, but I suspected I wouldn’t be too thrilled if I knew. 

    Before I could think of a way to get her talking, several merpeople appeared with trays of fish and veggies. They set the trays down on the table, and I saw a rainbow of options. From yellow to red to bright green fish, it seemed every color was represented in the food the servants set on the table. The enchantment held the trays tightly to the wood, and the staff handed each of us a fork as they swam around the table. 

    “So, we just eat off the trays?” Ravi asked as she uncertainly held her fork up. 

    “What else would you eat from?” Helmi retorted and stabbed a piece of a yellow fish cut into slices. 

    “Certainly not a plate,” Polina chuckled under her breath. 

    “Well, when in Rome,” I laughed as I forked a piece of the green fish and stuffed it into my mouth. 

    “What’s Rome?” Laika wondered with a twitch of her gray ears. 

    “Ah, nothing,” I replied quickly and grabbed another piece of fish. 

    Laika seemed to understand I didn’t want to mention my home planet in front of the duchess, and she returned to her meal without a word. I glanced over at Helmi to see if she’d noticed our exchange, but she stared at something off in the distance, and it seemed she had a lot on her mind. She absentmindedly fingered the octopus that dangled near her breasts, and I wondered if our finding the necklace had anything to do with what she was thinking about. 

    “Notice anything?” I leaned over and whispered into Alyona’s ear. 

    “The duchess has been rather quiet,” she agreed softly. 

    “Do you think it’s about the Parla?”  

    “She hasn’t let go of it since we walked in,” the princess mused. “You don’t think it was lost?” 

    “I’m starting to doubt that version of events,” I murmured. “Maybe we should ask where they come from and get her talking.” 

    “Good idea.” Alyona nodded as she reached for another piece of fish. 

    I waited a few moments before I cleared my throat and looked over to Helmi with a smile. 

    “So, Your Grace, where do the Parlas come from?” I asked. “Anja told us they use the magic of the ocean.” 

    “Rana,” Helmi answered without looking at me. “The goddess of the seas.” 

    “She gave them to you?” I prodded. “Like a gift?” 

    “Every time a royal child is born, the duke or duchess will find the child’s Parla waiting outside the palace doors the next morning,” she explained with a sigh. 

    “And they just appear there?” I wondered. “No one ever sees the goddess?” 

    “No, she can conceal herself in the water.” The duchess rolled her eyes. “She holds all water magic.” 

    “Interesting,” I mused. “So, she just hides out somewhere in the ocean until a baby is born?” 

    “She doesn’t hide,” Helmi scoffed. “She lives.” 

    “In secret,” I pointed out. “That’s not strange?” 

    “No,” the duchess replied before she stabbed a chunk of fish, paused, and then obviously changed the subject. “What started your journey?” 

    “King Rodion wanted us to make ourselves known around the kingdom,” I explained. “Dragons have a bad reputation, as you know, so we wanted to let everyone get to know me before Princess Alyona and I take on the role of Queen and King.” 

    “So, to prove the rumors wrong, you demand to enter my city?” Helmi lifted an orange eyebrow with a hint of amusement, and she stuffed the bite of fish into her mouth. 

    “Well, my first priority is making sure my people are safe,” I replied. “That also includes the ones who don’t want to be helped. Besides, the last city leader who turned down my help was actually hiding a huge secret.” 

    “A secret?” The duchess’ hand froze midway to the platter of fish. “What secret?” 

    “He’d turned some of his citizens into slaves,” I answered and met her concerned gaze. “I freed them, and now they have a council of leaders who work together for the entire city.” 

    “That sounds like an improvement,” she murmured. 

    “Lord Evan tries to help everyone we meet,” Marina interjected. 

    “And we’ve met a lot of people,” Trina added. 

    “Like centaurs, dwarves, Demi-Humans, so many!” Polina giggled. “He always makes sure they have what they need before we move on.” 

    “And you chase this Green Glass Sect while you help the people?” the duchess wondered. 

    “Yeah, ever since the Breach opened up, the king has been pretty stuck dealing with that,” I answered. “Now, he has me and my people to take care of the bad guys, get rid of the demons that escape, cleanse the world of miasma poisoning, stuff like that.” 

    “Really…” Helmi trailed off. “Well, that is fascinating.” 

    “It really is,” Miraya agreed, and the sword spirit flashed me a smile. “We’ve been on many adventures since leaving Hatra.” 

    “Well, it seems we’ll be going on the next one together,” the mermaid leader said as she set her fork down on the table. “I’ll have my guards come assist in your search once you’ve finished your meals. They can show you around the city and, ah, show you where you should look.” 

    Before I could pry into the duchess’ oddly worded suggestion, the servants returned with dinner-plate-sized seashells. They set the shells on the table in front of each of us, followed by spoons, and I leaned over to see some kind of bright red pudding with chunks of fruit layered on top. 

    “Dessert?” Aaliyah asked and bared her canines in a wide grin. 

    “Indeed,” the duchess replied as she took a bite from her seashell bowl. 

    As I ate the sweet fruity mixture, the strong flavor of the fruit seemed to burst in my mouth. It reminded me of pie filling, and I gobbled it down as I thought about the duchess’ response. She wanted her guards with us on a search for a rift she didn’t even believe existed, and she wanted them to tell us where to look for it. I didn’t like it one bit, and if she thought for a moment I was only going to look where the guards told me to, she hadn’t been paying much attention to me. 

    Suddenly, a commotion at the front entrance caught our attention, and then the doors flung open with a flurry of bubbles as a huge merman swam in the door. 

    He was easily as big as the bear Demi-Humans we’d met in Atheson, and his torso looked as wide as a door. His skin was the color of gingerbread cookies, a black tattoo decorated his entire chest from his collarbone to his exposed belly button, and his bright blue hair was shaved on the sides and flowed behind him like a horse’s mane as he rushed into the dining hall. 

    The merman stopped in the doorway and gave the duchess a curious look. 

    “Phineas, my dear, we have guests,” Helmi drawled as she waved toward us with a lazy hand. 

    “I can see that,” her husband snorted. “Who are they?” 

    “Duke, I presume,” I said as I awkwardly removed myself from the enchanted chair. “My name is Lord Evan of Hatra, and this is my fiancée Princess Alyona. These are our royal guards.” 

    My companions waved their greetings to the duke, and he nodded curtly before he turned his attention back to me. 

    “And what do you need?” Phineas asked and cocked his head to the side with an air of suspicion. 

    “We’ve come to help with a few issues we were just discussing with Duchess Helmi,” I explained. “I’d like to go over them with you—” 

    “Yeah, okay, all that will have to wait,” the duke interrupted and shook his head. “I found something on my expedition. Something huge.” 

    “What is it?” I asked. 

    The merman stared at me with a bewildered expression, as though he couldn’t believe I would ask, and then he turned his attention back to his wife. 

    “We need to go now,” he instructed her. 

    “Of course,” Helmi agreed and rose from her chair. 

    The merpeople paddled through the water without looking back, and I glanced at the others before I waved for them to follow. 

    We weren’t about to get left behind. 
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    We swam outside to the courtyard in front of the palace to see a circle of merpeople gathered around something I couldn’t see. The duke cleared his throat as he and the duchess approached, and the crowd parted for them to swim through to the middle. We paddled closer to see what was going on, but the merpeople eyed us suspiciously until Helmi nodded for them to allow us through. 

    In the center of the circle, one of the merman guards held what appeared to be a mason jar the size of his head. He held the bottom with one hand and the top with the other, and he squeezed so tightly I could easily see the whites of his knuckles. 

    “What the hell is it?” Helmi murmured. 

    I finally got close enough to see inside the jar, and my eyes widened with disbelief. 

    A fish swam around in the glass container, but something was clearly wrong with it. Its scales were black and seemed to be melting from its body, and the fish’s eyes were black as night as it slammed into the sides of the jar with vigor. 

    “It looks like the corrupted corpses,” Laika murmured into my ear. 

    “Exactly what I was thinking,” I whispered back. 

    “Well, great adventurers, do you know what this is?” Helmi asked with a dramatic flourish. “You’ve seen countless beasts, after all.” 

    The circle of merpeople turned to stare at us while I contemplated my answer. 

    “I’ve never seen it in animals, but it looks like a corrupted corpse,” I replied and swam a little closer to peer into the jar. “It’s a symptom of miasma poisoning.” 

    The crowd gasped and began to whisper among themselves. 

    “Miasma?” Phineas repeated with a severely furrowed brow. “How? The Breach hasn’t reached us.” 

    “True,” I agreed. “But there are other ways for miasma to take its hold. I need you to take me to where this came from immediately.” 

    The duke narrowed his gray eyes before he nodded his head and signaled to the guards. “Marlow, Emerson, Lafayette, come with us.” 

    The three mermen dipped their heads, and Phineas led us from the courtyard through the city. We passed the market where multitudes of people had begun to gather and now parted for us with questioning expressions, and after the storefronts ended, we swam by a handful of factories and workshops before we stopped at the iron fence we’d seen on land. 

    Phineas waved his hand over a lock, and the gate opened silently. 

    “He has magic, too?” Aaliyah whispered. 

    “Apparently,” I muttered back. 

    The merpeople were full of surprises. 

    As soon as we hit the open waters, I wished I had a fin. The Respira spell let us breathe water, which seemed to weigh our bodies down enough to keep us from floating away, but it didn’t do anything for helping us swim as fast as the merpeople. Phineas, Helmi, and the guards easily glided ahead of us, while we stroked our way across the bright blue ocean. We traveled past several schools of tiny fish, and the water was so clear, I could see for miles in every direction.  

    If we weren’t trying to find the source of a fucked-up fish, it would be really cool to swim around down here. 

    “Over here!” Phineas called out ahead of us and slowed to a stop next to a huge rock. 

    We rushed over to the black lump protruding from the ocean floor, and it looked like a huge ball of lava had landed in the ocean and sunk to the bottom. I let my feet touch the sandy ground, and a few fish scattered from underneath me as I laid my hand on the rock. 

    “It was just swimming around here?” I asked and looked around. 

    I couldn’t see any other fish or what had even drawn the merman’s attention to this area, though the rotten stench of miasma hinted at trouble close by. 

    “No, just behind it,” the duke replied. “There’s a whole school of them.” 

    “Of that kind of fish?” I frowned. “With the scales falling off and everything?” 

    “Yeah,” he confirmed. “At least a dozen of them.” 

    “Do you know what kind of fish they are?” Nike asked. 

    “Not anymore.” Phineas shook his head. “And it’s hard to tell over here anyway. Many types of fish gather around these rocks. They provide great hiding places from the bigger predators of the sea.” 

    “Great,” I muttered. “Let me see what we can do.” 

    I motioned for my group to follow me as I climbed up the rock to peer over the top, and just like Phineas had said, a small group of the black-eyed fish swam around aimlessly in the water on the other side of the lava-like rock. Their blackened scales floated down as they fell from their decaying bodies, and I thought I could see flashes of bone on some of the more decrepit looking fish. 

    “It’s just like the corrupted corpses,” Alyona murmured. “Laika was right, but I’ve never seen it happen to animals before. How awful.” 

    “Yeah, but how do we get rid of them?” I grunted. 

    “Well, we know what they’ll be going after,” the princess hinted and glanced at me. 

    “We aren’t using you as bait,” I growled as a flash of anger raced through my veins. “No way.” 

    “I don’t mean to swim out there in the middle of them,” she insisted. “I just have to get their attention. Then you can heal them.” 

    “I can’t heal what’s already dead,” I argued. “Just let me chop them up and call it a day.” 

    “If they aren’t corrupted, you’d be killing innocent creatures,” Alyona shot back. “We should at least try.” 

    The princess had a soft heart for the innocent, and I couldn’t argue with her logic, but I could argue with her plan. 

    “Okay, I’ll try to heal them from here,” I decided. “I can send my healing magic out there, and you stay right here.” 

    Alyona frowned for a moment before she nodded in agreement, so I pushed myself just far enough to the edge of the rock to send a wave of healing magic over the edge of the rock and into the group of poisoned fish.  

    Before I could release the glittery magic, though, the rock shifted beneath me. 

    The sound of the giant formation shifting thudded through the underwater grotto like thunder, and the fish immediately turned to stare at us. Within seconds, the dozen tiny fish zoomed toward us, and I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my belt and chopped through the first wave before they could get to Alyona. As the second wave approached, another school of fish erupted out from under the rock. 

    More of the poisoned fish flowed out into the water, but these were much bigger, and they looked like lionfish from Earth with long, narrow barbs jutting from their backs. 

    “Look out!” Miraya cried out as a handful of the barbs suddenly cut through the ocean water and sailed past us. 

    “That was close,” I muttered and took another stab at the corrupted fish. 

    “Too close,” Nike hissed. 

    I looked over my shoulder to see three of the spikes had plunged into the chests of the merman guards. The red and yellow barbs stuck out from their dark skin like a beacon, and dread filled my body. 

    “Are you alright?” I asked. 

    “Yeah, uh, fine,” Marlow replied uncertainly and yanked the spike from his chest. “We’ve all been hit before, but this feels… weird.” 

    The merman’s eyes suddenly rolled back into his head, and he collapsed against Lafayette, whose mouth fell slack. Emerson looked over at his companions in disbelief, and the duke and duchess covered their mouths while their guards started to shake as the poison filled their veins. In seconds, the black spiderwebs of miasma poisoning were visible through their dark skin as they crisscrossed over the men’s chests and arms. 

    “Shit,” I muttered. 

    The guards’ eyes mutated into black circles that homed in on Alyona, and then they began to rush forward with their spears raised. 

    “What are you doing?” Helmi screeched as the guards swam forward to attack. 

    “They’ve been poisoned!” I shouted. “We have to stop them!” 

    My party sprang into action. Nike dove toward the lionfish and plunged his blade into its side, while Laika and I continued to slash at the other fish that continued to barrel toward Alyona. 

    The dryads swam to the ocean floor and plunged their hands into the sand, and a stalk of seaweed shot up from below us and split into three long leaves. Then the broad green blades wrapped around the guards’ waists and squeezed them tightly. The mermen struggled against the bindings, but the dryads held fast with their nature magic, and the seaweed stayed strong. 

    “Don’t hurt them!” Helmi cried out as she lunged forward, but the duke grabbed her and held her to his chest. 

    “We won’t,” I vowed. “Just let us handle this. You two stay back.” 

    “Do you want my help, my lord?” Miraya asked as I swung the Sword of Healing at another wave of corrupted fish. 

    “Please,” I grunted and swiped at another handful of the mangy beasts. 

    Miraya disappeared in a flash of light, and the duke and duchess gasped. Then I could feel the spirit’s presence in my spiritual sea and her strength within the blade I held. 

    I grinned and continued to slash through the mangled bodies with my sword, while Nike, Aaliyah, and Laika fought alongside me. Rebecca floated in front of Alyona, and she plunged her claws into the few fish that made it past our first line of defense. 

    “My lord, how can we help?” Naomi called out. 

    The lizard mage hovered next to Ravi, and I realized they both typically relied on fire magic to fight their battles. 

    Magical fire should still work underwater, Miraya advised. They just have to try. 

    “Try your fire!” I called out. “I’ll try mine, too!” 

    Naomi nodded, and she conjured a black fiery orb between her palms. The flames moved a little more slowly in the water, but the power seemed to work just fine. 

    Fucking cool. 

    As her black fireball sailed through the open water, it connected with a couple of the dead fish and burnt them to a crisp. Their ashy bones drifted to the ocean floor, and I decided fire seemed to be the way to go. 

    So, I created my own fireball and whizzed it through the school of fish with a grin, and each of the corrupted creatures the attack touched disintegrated within seconds. It only took us a few minutes to finish off the last of the corrupted fish, and I turned back to the duke and duchess with a triumphant expression. 

    Before I could brag on my team’s accomplishment, though, I felt a large presence behind me. The merpeople’s eyes widened until I could see the whites all the way around, and I whirled around to see a giant spider-like creature had risen from a pocket of sand behind the lava rock. 

    Its furry legs were at least twelve feet long, and its enormous black body was the size of a school bus. The creature’s face featured a dozen black eyes and a set of long dark pincers, and at the end of each of its legs, more pincers looked ready to stab anyone who got in its way. 

    The beast’s black eyes searched around us until it focused on Alyona. Then it released a hiss that vibrated through the water and had us all clutching our ears before I blanketed my people with a wave of healing magic. 

    “What the hell?” Laika kicked her way back to me with Aaliyah and Nike next to her. 

    “Oh, goddess, it’s our guardian,” Helmi groaned. “Is he poisoned, too?” 

    “Unfortunately, it looks like it,” I muttered. “I’m sorry, but we’ll have to kill it.” 

    “Oh, no!” she cried out and buried her face into her husband’s chest as he wrapped his arms around her. 

    “Just stay back,” I ordered and conjured a large fireball between my palms. 

    Then I launched the orb across the space between us, and it looked like it was about to collide with the beast when it suddenly twisted out of the way with uncanny agility. My fireball sailed underneath its big body, and it hovered above the ground before it floated back down with another hiss. Then it scuttled across the sand toward Alyona. 

    As it came closer to the lava rock where Alyona stood behind us, it lifted one of its clawed legs and darted for the princess. I blocked the blow with a water barrier, and the beast crashed into it with a surprised shriek. 

    Nike kicked over with the Sword of Light raised high and sliced the creature’s extended leg from its body. 

    The guardian beast howled in pain and stumbled backward a few feet. Then it hissed again and started after Alyona once more. 

    “Lord Evan!” Ravi called out and pointed with her fire sword. “Look out!” 

    The beast kicked off its back four legs and stuck out the front three legs like harpoons that shot through the water toward the princess. I quickly threw up another water barrier, but the creature seemed to have figured out my easy defense because it barreled down in front of the barrier and burrowed its head under the lava rock. Then it plunged its legs into the sand and began to move its body up and down. 

    “It’s trying to knock her off the rock!” Nike shouted. 

    “We need to get it back over there,” I decided as I gestured toward the open water where the corrupted fish corpses now littered the ocean floor. 

    “I can help!” Ravi yelled and swam over to us. 

    The phoenix conjured a fiery whip and looped it around the spider-like creature’s four rear legs. Then she yanked backward on the rope and tightened the loop. 

    The beast’s torso hit the floor as a cloud of sand floated out around it, and then it began to claw the side of the lava rock while Ravi pulled it away from the princess. 

    “Okay, now get back!” I called out once the beast was where I wanted him. 

    Then I used my fire magic to call a flaming blade to my other hand and dove into the grotto. 

    The creature looked surprised at my bold move, and I took advantage of its hesitation. I torpedoed through the water beneath its belly with both swords extended on either side of me, and the blades cut through each of the beast’s legs until they were severed from its body. 

    As I slowed to a stop on the other side of the beast, its huge form fell to the sand with a thud, and a cloud of the ocean floor puffed up into the water. The beast let out another angry shriek, though, so I knew it still wasn’t done. 

    I flipped around and swam back over the beast until I could land on its upper torso. Then I plunged the Sword of Hatra into its skull, and I could feel the power of the blade and my magic working together to cleanse the beast of its poison. After a few moments, the beast stopped squirming, and the smell of miasma began to dissipate. 

    “Oh, our poor guardian,” Helmi moaned and swam closer to the now actually dead creature, and the mermaid leader laid her head against the beast and petted its fur as tears welled up in her eyes. “He was so good to our city.” 

    “He was already dead before we got here,” I assured her. “The corrupted creatures are like zom-- ah, they’re dead before the miasma kicks in.” 

    “What about our men?” Phineas asked and gestured toward the poisoned guards who still fought against their seaweed binding. 

    “I should be able to heal them,” I replied. “They were alive when they were poisoned. The guardian and these other fish were dead and reanimated with miasma.” 

    “How did it get down here?” the duke groaned. “We’ve stayed away from all the things with the Breach. And now, it’s taken our dear guardian. He’s protected the city for generations.” 

    “I’m sorry about your guardian,” Alyona said with a sympathetic frown. “We never want to see the loss of life, but at least the damage was limited to outside your city walls.” 

    “That’s true,” Helmi murmured, and she looked up toward the surface of the ocean. “I only hope it will stop here.” 

    “Well, that’s what we want to help with,” I pointed out before I directed my attention to the duke. “We were telling your wife we received word of a rift that had been opened in or near Pullis. It’s why we came here. We need to seal it to keep everyone safe.” 

    “Considering how you held yourself in battle with those creatures, I suppose I don’t need to ask if you know what you’re doing,” he grumbled. “Your group seems to have fought many battles together.” 

    “Yeah.” I grinned and gestured to my companions. “We’re pretty awesome together.” 

    “Total badasses,” Polina chirped from the ocean floor, and I realized the dryads were still powering the seaweeds that held down the poisoned guards. 

    “Oh, shit, let me heal them for you,” I said as I swam over to the guards, who glared at me before they returned their focus to the princess. 

    “Kill the priestesssss,” Emerson hissed, and his blackened eyes were wild with rage. 

    “She must die,” Marlow muttered and twisted his arms to try to free them from the seaweed. 

    “Not on my watch,” I growled and touched the tip of my blade to his chest. 

    The combination of my healing power and Miraya’s intense magic flowed through the blade and into the merman. He twitched for a moment as the healing magic cleansed him, and within a minute, the black poisoning faded from his skin and eyes. 

    “What the hell?” Marlow murmured and looked down at his binding. “Get me out of this thing.” 

    “Go ahead.” I nodded to the dryads. 

    The sisters released him, and we repeated the process for Emerson and Lafayette. The guards looked exhausted but miasma-free, and they shook their heads to clear them of the remaining poisonous thoughts. 

    “What happened to us?” Lafayette asked as he palmed his forehead. 

    “You were poisoned and intent on killing my fiancée,” I explained with a smirk. “I healed you of the poison, but you’ll need to rest.” 

    “We need to find out who did this,” Marlow argued. “We can’t rest until the culprit is captured.” 

    “Well, it’s getting dark,” Phineas pointed out. 

    While I couldn’t see the sun from down here, I realized I couldn’t see as far as I could before. The darkness seemed to permeate the ocean water, and the waves crashing overhead created rippling shadows that passed over our faces. 

    “He’s right,” Helmi agreed. “We should get back into the city and get you three to the infirmary. Once they’ve cleared you, we can get back to work.” 

    “So, you’re on board for helping us find the rift?” I prodded the duchess. 

    “Yes,” she sighed. “We can’t let these people go around poisoning my guards or our creatures. We’ll discuss more when we get back.” 

    With that, she turned and paddled back toward the city, and I didn’t want to get left behind in the dark waters, so I motioned for my group to keep up as we followed the leader to the gates of Pullis. Then I noticed the guards weren’t swimming as quickly as the duchess. They were probably exhausted from the poisoning, and they barely flicked their tails to move toward the gate. 

    We kept pace with the three mermen until we reached the gate, where Phineas held the door open for his men and then for us. He slammed the iron gate shut, and the sound warbled through the water before we turned and continued on toward the palace. A few merpeople still littered the street of the market, but most seemed to have gone home for the night. Magical lanterns hung from poles every few feet of road to light our path, and it was a good thing because the darkness seemed to loom over us like a black blanket. 

    When we returned to the castle, the duchess waited out front with her arms crossed over her chest. 

    “Come, come,” she ordered the guards. 

    The mermen followed her inside and to the right as she led them down another hallway, I guessed toward the infirmary. 

    Phineas led us to the living area, where more of the enchanted chairs had been brought in for us. The duke sat in his, and we found seats to gather around him. 

    “So, tell me about this rift,” the duke sighed. 

    “It’s basically a smaller Breach,” I explained. “We believe a group called the Green Glass Sect opened it and a few others around Rahma to give the demons an advantage.” 

    “They’re helping the demons escape?” he gasped. “Why?” 

    “Apparently, it will put the demons on their side when they decide to take over the rest of the world,” I scoffed. “We’ve been slowing them down, but this new plan is our current obstacle to stopping them completely.” 

    “And instead of going after them, you came down here to help us?” The duke arched a blue eyebrow with a look of uncertainty. 

    “Yes, Your Grace,” Alyona replied. “Our people are the most important things to us. We want to keep everyone as safe as we can.” 

    “And you’ve spoken to my wife about this?” Phineas asked. 

    “Yeah, we were talking about that when you returned.” I nodded my head. “I wanted to talk to both of you, but she said she didn’t know how long you’d be gone.” 

    “Ah, Helmi isn’t a fan of surprises,” he chuckled. “She knew I’d be home before dark. I never let her sleep alone.” 

    “I see,” I murmured. 

    The duke had unwittingly confirmed the duchess had wanted us gone, and while he blamed it on our surprise arrival, I knew something else was going on. 

    “Well, either way, we can’t look for the rift tonight,” he declared. “The ocean is much too dark at night.” 

    “I can see that,” I grumbled in agreement. “The duchess volunteered some of the guards to help us look. Can they be ready first thing in the morning?” 

    “Of course,” the merman replied with a nod. “My men are always ready. They know the city and its outskirts well enough to help you look.” 

    “And they’ll know great places for an intruder to hide,” Helmi interjected as she breezed in from the hallway. 

    “What about someone who has maybe already been here?” I tested the waters, so to speak, about the fisherman mentioned in Kyro’s letters. 

    “You mean, someone hiding among our people who’s with this Sect group?” Phineas asked, and his gray eyes nearly bulged out from his head. “Preposterous!” 

    “Lord Evan doesn’t mean to offend you,” Alyona cut in quickly. “We’ve just seen Sect members pose as friends and family before. They lie in wait until the Sect activates part of their plan.” 

    I recalled the situation in Lumin, where the centaur queen Mona’s right-hand man had kidnapped one of her sons to sacrifice to the Breach. It turned out he’d already been a member of the Sect before he’d claimed to have found refuge in her city, and Mona was devastated to learn of his betrayal. 

    “I can assure you, we have no imposters here,” Phineas snorted. 

    Helmi stayed silent and averted her gaze as her husband defended the citizens of Pullis, and it seemed the duchess wasn’t as convinced as the duke about everyone’s innocence. 

    She is hiding something, my lord, Miraya whispered from my spiritual sea. 

    I agree, I thought back. I’m going to try and pry it out of her. 

    “Are you certain, Duchess Helmi?” I prodded her. 

    “Ah,” the mermaid leader stuttered as she met my gaze and then looked over at her husband. “Yes, of course. Phineas is wise and knows our people well.” 

    “See?” The duke smiled triumphantly. “Now, if that will be all, I think it’s best we retire for the night. It seems we’ll have a long day tomorrow.” 

    “Indeed,” I murmured. “And where will we be staying?” 

    “Oh.” Phineas frowned in thought. “Ah, we don’t exactly keep guest rooms prepared, but I’ll have the servants get something ready.” 

    Then the merman scuttled toward the kitchen to find his staff. 

    “Your husband seems confident in the people,” I observed and watched for Helmi’s expression to change. 

    “He is.” The mermaid kept her face free of emotion as she stared in the direction the duke had gone. “He shouldn’t be doubted.” 

    “It isn’t him I doubt,” I said softly. 

    The duchess turned and glared at me with fire in her eyes, but before she could reply, the duke glided back into the room. 

    “Your rooms are ready,” he announced. “Follow me.” 

    Phineas led us to a hallway and then up a flight of stairs, and it was odd to sort of float and walk up the steps until we reached another hall with at least a dozen open doors. Each room featured a large bed, a cabinet for clothes, and some kind of airtight stall. It almost looked like a standup shower, but it had no faucet, only a shelf with three or four bottles lined up from one end to the other. 

    “What’s that?” I asked and pointed to the odd addition. 

    “An air station,” Phineas chuckled. “Sometimes, even merpeople need to stretch their legs.” 

    “Ahhh,” I murmured. “Makes sense.” 

    “I’ll leave you to find your own rooms,” the duke said and gestured to the rest of the hall. “All of these are open to you for the night. We’ll see you in the morning.” 

    With that, the duchess looped her arm through her husband’s, and the merpeople sailed down the stairs and left us in the hallway. 

    “Well, alright,” I chuckled. “Sleep where you want. It looks like there’s plenty of room.” 

    The dryads giggled and grabbed each other before they sprinted into one room, while Naomi and Ravi began to discuss their own ideas. 

    “We could read some of the books in the air station,” the phoenix gasped. “It would keep the pages dry!” 

    “Great idea!” Naomi gushed, and the two linked arms and skipped into another room. 

    “I’ll stay across from you,” Nike volunteered and traipsed across the hall. 

    The noble looked ready to pass out, and I completely understood. All this swimming was wearing me out also. 

    “I want to practice some movement in the water,” Aaliyah decided. “It was harder than I thought to fight those fish.” 

    “Me, too,” Laika agreed. 

    “And me!” Rebecca giggled. 

    Can I join them, my lord? Miraya gasped. 

    “Of course,” I chuckled. “Go on.” 

    The sword spirit appeared in a flash of brilliant white light, and the four women swam into their room to practice battling each other. The thought of my warrior women fighting together sent my blood rushing south, but I had no energy left to give. Swimming, fighting, and swimming some more had sapped the last of my strength, and I looked into my room toward the bed with longing. 

    “Get some sleep, my lord,” Alyona urged me and put her hands on my shoulders. “It has been a trying day, and tomorrow doesn’t look much easier.” 

    “Yeah, that’s true,” I mumbled. 

    I paddled toward the bed and tried to flop onto it, but I floated up a few inches and sighed. 

    “I’m sure it’s enchanted, as well,” the princess giggled, “but you have to actually touch the bed.” 

    “Fine, fine,” I grumbled and kicked my way down onto the bed. 

    As soon as my hands touched the blanket, I realized the princess was right, and the enchantment pulled the rest of my body against the soft surface of the bed until I was face down on the blankets. I groaned as my body finally relaxed, and my muscles had a chance to start repairing themselves with my automatic healing. I felt like I’d just swam a triathlon, and as soon as I was down, my eyes began to flutter to stay open. 

    “Shhh, just get some sleep, my love,” Alyona whispered into my ear. “I’m going with Naomi and Ravi for a while. I’ll be back.” 

    I nodded and let my eyes finish closing, and before I knew it, I was out. Sleeping underwater was something like sleeping on a waterbed, but not exactly. I could feel the movement of the ocean around me as waves crashed far above us, and somehow, I could even sense the presence of millions of creatures in the water around us. It wasn’t like they were loud or fast, but it was more like my magic sensed the proximity of so many creatures through our connection in the water. 

    Images of the goddess Rana passed through my mind in a blurry haze, and I wondered if she would ever make herself known to her people again. It seemed like a good time to do it, but I wasn’t a god, so what did I know? 

    Eventually, I awoke with a start, and I could see the water outside my window was starting to brighten as the sun began its ascent.  

    Then I realized there was also someone hovering over my bed. 
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    “What the--” My eyes flung open all the way as I reached for my belt. 

    “It’s just me,” Rebecca growled, and she gently grabbed my arm to pull herself closer. “Are you awake?” 

    “I am now,” I snorted. 

    “Good,” she sighed as the enchanted bed sucked her naked body against me, and I could feel her hard nipples rub against the satin material of my shirt. “I’ve been wanting to find a moment alone with you.” 

    “Oh?” I grinned. “And why would you want that exactly? I want to know every detail.” 

    “Well, I was hoping to suck every drop of your dragon seed from your cock before you slide inside me and fill up my womb with even more,” she murmured and ran her tongue along my jaw. “I want my tummy and my pussy filled with your essence, and I want to climax over and over again with you.” 

    “Fuck,” I growled and wrapped my arms around her back. “I’d hate to let you miss out on that.” 

    Rebecca turned her head, and I pressed my lips to hers with a soft growl. The bear Demi-Human’s long auburn hair waved in the air behind her as she grinded against my hips while we kissed. Warm water flowed in and out of our mouths as our tongues twisted together, and somehow, it intensified our already passionate making out. 

    I wondered what else the water would affect. 

    So, I flipped Rebecca over onto her back and straddled her hips. My cock begged to be released from its cotton prison, but I let the covered tip nuzzle against her bare pussy before I kissed down her throat to her breasts. The lady bear’s soft round tits had the slightest hint of saltwater as I dragged my tongue over her skin and flicked her nipple. I rolled the pert bead between my tongue and my teeth, and she clawed at the bed. 

    “Oh, Lord Evannnn,” she moaned and tried to wrap her legs around me. 

    “No, you wanted to climax over and over again, remember?” I teased as I pushed her legs back to the bed. “That’s what will happen first.” 

    Rebecca shivered with excitement as my mouth continued to trail along her wash-board belly until I reached the apex of her thick muscular thighs. I laid down on my stomach and wrapped my arms under her legs before I gazed at her sweet flower. Then I slid closer and dragged my tongue up one side of her lips and down the other, and a droplet of her juices started to drip from her canal before the water carried it away. 

    Then I delved my tongue between her folds and felt her squirm with pleasure underneath me. I licked along every hill and valley of her mound and flicked her throbbing clit as she dug her fingers into the blanket. 

    “Oh, gods,” she groaned. “Ohhhhh, yes!” 

    I knew she was on the edge, so I plunged two fingers inside her soaked canal and curled them to stroke her sensitive spot. With that, the bear Demi-Human screamed with pleasure as her sweet nectar poured over my fingers and onto my waiting tongue. I sucked on her clit while she came, and her muscular back arched away from the bed as I pumped my fingers in and out of her sopping wet pussy. 

    “There’s one,” I murmured against her quivering thighs and kissed up her skin to her face. 

    “Oh, my gods,” she whispered and gripped the back of my head to kiss me harder. “Do I taste like that?” 

    “Mmmhm,” I confirmed as I stuck my fingers between our mouths so we could both lick them. 

    Rebecca took both of my fingers into her mouth and sucked on them, and my cock throbbed in a frenzy of desire as she released my hand with a little pop of suction and smiled. 

    “I can see why you wanted that first, then,” she giggled. 

    “Fuck, yes,” I growled. “And now I want inside of that sweet pussy.” 

    The lady bear pulled my tunic over my head, and I yanked off my trousers, tossed them aside, and expected them to land on the floor. Instead, my pants and shirt floated away from the bed, and Rebecca giggled as she watched the clothes flutter away. 

    Oh, well. I wasn’t gonna worry about that now. I had more important matters to attend to.  

    I lifted Rebecca’s strong legs and now let her wrap them around my waist as I slipped inside her warm canal. I’d thought the water was warm until I entered Rebecca and felt her hot core wrap around my cock like a blanket, and every ridge of her tunnel rubbed against my arousal as I thrust as far into her as I could go. 

    “Ohhhh, gods,” she groaned as I slid back and began to pump in and out of her warm pussy. “Does your cock feel this big all the time?” 

    “Is your pussy always this tight?” I grunted as I rocked my hips back and forth, and I plowed into Rebecca over and over as she arched her back from the bed and gripped the blanket until she tore holes in the fabric. The bed banged into the wall and sent up a flurry of bubbles with every thrust of my hips. 

    “Lord Evannnnnn!” The bear Demi-Human squeezed her legs around my waist to pull me closer and dug her heels into my back as tremors rolled through her body. Then I felt her tunnel swell and throb around my cock as she released a guttural scream. 

    “Yessss,” I groaned as her tunnel tightened and then unleashed a tidal wave of her juices. 

    Her body quivered underneath me while I continued to pound into the Demi-Human with herculean effort, and then she reached her arms around my back and dug her claws into my skin. Her climax left her body trembling and weak, and I chuckled as she sighed and laid back against the bed. 

    “Oh, no, we aren’t done yet.” I smirked and flipped her to her hands and knees. 

    Her round ass shivered in front of me, and I stared at her glistening pink lips for a moment before I shoved my cock inside her again. Her walls were still swollen from her first two orgasms, and I nearly came as I squeezed my thick shaft deep into her tight canal. 

    “Lord Evaaaaan,” she groaned while I drove my cock deeper and deeper inside her. “I need you to fill me! Please, fill me with your seed. I want it sooooo bad.” 

    “Oh, I will,” I growled and reached around underneath her to rub circles on her throbbing clit. 

    “Oh, gooooods!” Rebecca screamed as her arms gave out. 

    Then I plunged further inside her and felt her thick walls tighten around my cock with another climax. 

    I couldn’t hold back anymore, and I released a flood of my seed into her waiting womb. My cock dumped at least a gallon of my juices into the bear Demi-Human, and the sparks of my orgasm rippled down my spine like lightning. I gripped the lady bear’s wide hips and pulled her even closer to me so I could pour my load deep inside her. 

    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned as I emptied my load inside her until the last few droplets squeezed out and floated into the water between us. 

    I released her hips and sat back on my heels as Rebecca flopped onto her belly with a sigh, and her bare body seemed to glow blue as the sun finally creeped over the windowsill and filled the room with light. 

    “That was exactly what I was hoping for,” Rebecca sighed and rolled over onto her back to look at me. “I could do this every day.” 

    “So could I,” I agreed with a grin and then looked around the room. “Wait, where’s Alyona?” 

    “She was asleep with Ravi and Naomi when I walked by their room,” she replied. “I figured you might have been lonely.” 

    “Good call,” I chuckled as my stomach growled. “I wonder if they know how to make anything besides fish for breakfast.” 

    “I wouldn’t mind having fish for every meal,” the lady bear giggled. “Though I do need to find some clothes before we go eat.” 

    “Oh, yeah, good idea.” I rose from the bed and immediately floated a few inches from the ground. “Let me get dressed, and I’ll find you something.” 

    I kicked around the room to gather my clothes, and I pulled them on awkwardly. I’d never purposefully put on wet clothes before, and it felt even weirder to be wet while doing it.  

    It now made sense how little clothes the merpeople wore. 

    Once I was dressed, I pulled open the door and wandered out into the hallway. The door to Naomi and Ravi’s room was wide open, and the three women were curled up on the bed still asleep, so I glided into the room and lightly tapped on Alyona’s hand. 

    “Hmmm?” the princess mumbled and fluttered her violet eyes. “What’s going on?” 

    “I’m just looking for clothes for Rebecca,” I whispered. “Do you know where I can get some?” 

    “Of course,” Alyona replied with a yawn as she sat up. 

    The princess reached into her spatial storage and pulled out a silvery robe that immediately absorbed water and fell flat against her hand. 

    “It’s okay,” I chuckled. “We may have to find some new clothes while we’re down here.” 

    “Hopefully, we won’t have to be here very long,” Alyona muttered as she handed me the soaked robe. 

    “I’ll meet you downstairs for breakfast,” I said and pecked her on the cheek. “We need to start a plan for the search.” 

    “Okay, I’ll wake up the others,” she answered before I stood and headed for the door. “Maybe they’ll make something besides fish.” 

    “I hope so,” I laughed and breezed back down the hallway to my room. 

    I pushed open the door and found Rebecca floating around the room. Her bare ass glistened in the water, and her hair fanned out around her head like rays of sunshine. 

    “Did you find my robe?” she asked as she pedaled back down toward me. 

    “Alyona had one for you,” I replied and handed her the silver robe. 

    “She’s really the most wonderful person I’ve ever known,” Rebecca gushed as she slipped into the gown. “I feel like meeting her and you, of course, was the best thing that ever happened to me.” 

    “We feel the same way every time we add to our family,” I agreed with a grin. “The bond is undeniable, and it’s unlike anything I ever experienced in my home world.” 

    “You never fell in love before?” the lady bear asked with wide eyes. “You’re such a strong warrior, I would have thought you’d have multiple lovers before you came here.” 

    “Nah.” I shrugged. “I was just an average guy with a girlfriend here and there. Nothing ever serious, probably because I was destined to come here and be with all of you.” 

    “So, you believe in destiny?” Rebecca cocked her head to the side curiously. “It seems like you wouldn’t believe the gods hold your future.” 

    “I don’t believe it’s a path carved into stone,” I explained. “I think it’s like how you can take one of many paths to get to the same destination, though each path will teach you a different lesson. Your destiny is the ending, not the journey.” 

    “A very wise young dragon,” the bear Demi-Human murmured with a soft smile. “And what do you think of Alyona’s destiny? To close the Breach?” 

    “I think she’ll do it because she’s incredible, not because the gods say she should,” I replied. “She spent much of her life believing she was nothing more than a tool to be used, and I want her to know she’s more than that.” 

    “She is!” Rebecca insisted. “She’s beautiful, kind, brilliant, and loving. I couldn’t imagine the weight that sits on her shoulders.” 

    “Well, I’m glad you feel that way.” I grinned and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “And I greatly appreciate the way you cared for her in battle yesterday. I know she’s stubborn and thinks she doesn’t need our help and protection.” 

    “She is proud of her abilities, my lord,” Rebecca corrected me gently. “And she should be. The princess has many accomplishments already, and she will continue to achieve great things with you and once she is queen.” 

    “Now, that is something we can agree on,” I chuckled. “Let’s go eat.” 

    We swam out the door and floated down the stairs into the dining hall where Phineas and Helmi leaned over the table and whispered to each other as they pointed to a paper spread out between them. 

    “Good morning!” Rebecca chirped and sailed over to a chair to sit down. 

    “Morning,” Helmi murmured without looking up from the parchment. 

    I casually glided closer and caught a glimpse of the map they looked over while they continued to talk in hushed tones. 

    “Are your men ready for the search?” I asked. 

    “They will be here shortly,” the duke replied with a wave of his hand. “And breakfast should be here any moment.” 

    “Perfect, I’m starved,” Aaliyah declared as she floated into the room with Laika and Miraya. “Rebecca, where did you go so early?” 

    “To give Lord Evan a wake-up call,” the lady bear purred. 

    Helmi’s head shot up in surprise at the Demi-Human’s response, and her narrowed eyes darted back and forth between the women and me before she shook her head and returned to the map.  

    Huh. It seemed the mermaid leader wasn’t a fan of harems. 

    Before I could respond, Alyona, Naomi, Ravi, and the dryads swam into the room with Nike right behind them, and everyone took their seats and waited for the staff to bring out breakfast. 

    “So, are you planning the search?” I prodded the merpeople. 

    “Yes, we don’t want to waste any time,” Helmi replied with a smirk. “Then you can continue your important work.” 

    “And help other people, too,” Phineas added pointedly. 

    I could see I’d already won over the duke, but the duchess was going to take even more convincing. 

    “Goooood morning!” a high-pitched voice rang throughout the room. 

    I looked over to see the duchess’ sisters slide into the dining hall and plop down into the enchanted chairs on the other side of the table. The single mermaids, Sanna and Eira, made sure to sit directly across from me, and they batted their eyelashes as they giggled and whispered to each other. 

    “Good morning, ladies,” I said with a grin. 

    “What are you doing here?” Helmi huffed. “You aren’t going on the search.” 

    “But why not?” Sanna pouted and ran her fingers through her bubblegum-colored hair. “We can help!” 

    “No, you cannot,” the duchess retorted. “You wouldn’t know what to do if you were under attack. You will stay here.” 

    “Ugh, we never get to do anything.” Eira crossed her arms over her chest, and her top slipped enough to reveal an eyeful of her cleavage. 

    The mermaid caught my eye as she slid it down a little further until her nipples were only slightly still covered by the thin gold fabric, and my cock twitched inside my pants as I imagined those bare tits in my face. 

    “Yeah, Lord Evan got to do something this morning,” Sanna added with a mischievous grin. “I can smell it.” 

    “Sanna!” Helmi scolded her. “Just because the dragon seems to prefer mates of many kinds does not mean you get to be so bold!” 

    “I don’t mind bold.” I winked at the sisters, and Helmi’s face darkened with an angry flush. 

    As she opened her mouth to bite my head off, the servants scurried out of the kitchen with a dozen platters of, surprise surprise, more fish. They handed us each our forks, and we dug into the cooked meat to get ready for the day. Though most of us were tired of fish, we would need our energy today. I wasn’t sure how large Pullis was, but given the miasma poisoning we’d found outside the gates, I knew we may have to search outside the city, too. 

    “Do you mind if I look at your map, Your Grace?” Nike asked the duke. “I have some experience with planning search grids, especially when it involves the Green Glass Sect.” 

    “Ah, a strategist,” Phineas chuckled and slid the parchment across the table. “I can appreciate that.” 

    Nike glanced over the map and leaned over to point out a few places of interest, and he and the duke discussed the plan for a few moments while the rest of us ate in near silence. 

    “Well, you don’t really need to check there,” Helmi interrupted their discussion. “It isn’t abandoned anymore. There have been a few families working to fix it up and make it into additional housing.” 

    “Ah, that doesn’t seem like a good fit for a hideout, then,” Nike agreed and gave me a sideways glance. 

    I could tell the noble was also suspicious of Helmi’s intentions, and I hoped he took a mental note of the area she wanted us to avoid. That seemed like a pretty solid lead for somewhere we absolutely should search once the duchess and her people weren’t with us. 

    Suddenly, I felt a slight tickle on my shin, and I glanced under the table to see a red-scaled fin rubbing up and down my pant leg. I looked up, and Eira had a cheeky smile as she ran her small pink tongue along the piece of meat on her fork before she popped it into her mouth. 

    The mermaid sisters were about as subtle as the dryad sisters had been when they wanted to sleep with me. 

    “So, if we split into six groups, we should be able to cover all of those areas by noon,” I heard Nike say as I focused on the conversation again. “Then, if we need to look even further, we can find those areas after that.” 

    “That sounds brilliant,” Phineas agreed just as the mermen guards walked into the front door. “Ahh, perfect timing!” 

    He and Nike showed the guards the areas we needed to search while Helmi looked on with a brooding expression. I wondered how she was going to handle us searching without her, since she obviously couldn’t be part of all six groups. 

    “How do you want us to split up, Lord Evan?” Nike interrupted my thoughts, and I looked up to see the noble and the mermen staring at me. 

    “Oh, uh, Alyona and I will take one group, Laika and you can be in another,” I decided. “Trina and Polina can start another group, Marina and Miraya, Aaliyah and Rebecca, and then Naomi and Ravi. Sound good?” 

    “I think I’ll join your group, Lord Evan,” Phineas announced. 

    I wondered for a moment if this was the duchess’ way of keeping an eye on me, but I pushed the thought out of my head since I didn’t think the duke was in on whatever secret Helmi was trying to keep from us. 

    “Okay, no issues with that, right?” I asked. 

    My party nodded in agreement, and we stood from the table to split into our groups. Then Phineas assigned two guards to each of our groups, and soon we were ready to head out. 

    “Now, you’ll search here by the schoolhouse,” Nike informed me as he pointed to the map. “And make sure you search all around it.” 

    I looked into the noble’s silvery eyes, and I knew he was hinting at the area the duchess had been avoiding. “I can do that.” 

    “Great,” he said and showed the map to each of the other groups. “Now, if you smell miasma, it’s best to just call the rest of us over to help investigate. The last thing we need is to stumble across a bunch of corrupted corpses without help. Are there any questions?” 

    No one spoke, and the duchess sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. 

    “Are you sure we can’t go?” Sanna offered one more time. “We know the city, too.” 

    “You can stay here with me and prepare for their return,” the duchess replied firmly. 

    “Fine,” Eira grumbled, and the five mermaids paddled out of the dining hall and disappeared down another hallway. 

    “Now, you be safe,” Helmi murmured as she swam higher to give her husband a chaste kiss on the lips. “And I’ll be here when you get home.” 

    “It won’t take us long, my love,” Phineas replied with a smug grin. “Between the dragon and my men, we’ll have that hole found in no time.” 

    “See you soon,” the duchess answered and glanced at me with an odd mixture of frustration and worry. 

    I nodded to appease her concern. The duchess and I might not have grown on each other, but the duke seemed to be a cool dude, and I didn’t have a problem keeping an eye on him just in case. 

    We swam out of the palace and into the courtyard, and then we split into our groups and spread out around the city. I pictured the map Nike had shown me and headed east toward the school. We hadn’t gone in this direction yet, and I observed the houses and offices we passed with interest. 

    The buildings featured the same sandstone walls as the palace, but none were ornately decorated with jewels or paint. The structures were simple and cookie cutter, and I could barely tell one house from the next. They all had one front door in the middle and two windows on either side, and the occasional two-story house had another pair of windows closer to the center. 

    We finally reached the building that had to be the school, since it was much longer with windows spaced exactly ten feet apart going all the way down the length of the side. 

    “The children are on their mid-year break,” Phineas explained. “Lord Nikolaus said it would be a good option since it’s currently empty.” 

    “He’s right,” I agreed. “The Sect likes places with very little foot traffic to avoid detection for as long as possible.” 

    We swam up to the front entrance, but a huge chain with a padlock was woven through the handles and held the doors closed together. 

    “Well, I’ve never seen it locked before.” Phineas frowned as he grabbed the lock in one giant hand. 

    “Let’s see if it’s locked all the way around,” I suggested. “Perhaps the school administrators wanted something a bit safer.” 

    “Perhaps,” the duke murmured as he let the lock fall back against the door with a soft thud. Then he flicked his tail, and we made our way around the large building.  

    Each of the windows was secure, and we couldn’t see anything moving inside. The back door featured another large chain padlocked to the handles, as well as a side entrance. The school seemed pretty secure, though it seemed odd the duke didn’t know it would be locked up for the break. 

    “Well, do we want to break in?” I wondered as we circled back around to the front doors. 

    “I’d hate to do that if the school wanted them locked,” Phineas replied and tugged on his blue braids. “We try not to meddle in their plans if we don’t have to.” 

    “We could always fan out and check around it,” Alyona suggested, and I wanted to kiss her right then and there. “If Lord Nikolaus thought this area was worth searching, we should do our due diligence.” 

    “I agree.” I nodded. “Lord Nikolaus knows what he’s talking about when it comes to this stuff.” 

    “I’ll take your word for it,” Phineas finally agreed. “There are a few extra buildings around the school that could provide a good hiding place for someone wanting to avoid other people.” 

    “Okay, just call out if you smell anything like the miasma,” I instructed them. 

    “What does it smell like?” one of the guards asked with a confused expression. 

    “Like death,” I replied. “You won’t miss it, I promise.” 

    The mermen nodded, and we split up to search the school grounds. Alyona and I swam toward a large building with a domed roof, and I had a nostalgic moment as I remembered my years of high school basketball played in a building just like it. The squeak of sneakers on a gym floor was an unmistakable sound, and at first, the memories drew me closer to the building. 

    Then a different pull tugged me closer to the doors. I felt somehow drawn to the building, and not because it made me feel sixteen again. I felt like something with high levels of magic sat just inside the doors, and I couldn’t shake the feeling it was incredibly important. 

    “That’s where we need to go,” I told the princess and pointed to the domed building. 

    “What do you sense?” she asked as she followed me toward the building. 

    “Something powerful,” I murmured. “I’m not sure what yet.” 

    “Then we should trust your instincts,” she agreed. “They have yet to lead us astray.” 

    “Don’t jinx us,” I grunted and started to glide up the few stairs to the door. 

    The door was padlocked like the school, but it wouldn’t stop me if I decided to go into the building. I hesitated as I pressed my ear to the wood, and I couldn’t hear a single noise from inside. 

    “Anything?” Alyona asked. 

    “No,” I replied and shook my head. “Maybe it was just an Earth thing, but you couldn’t keep us kids out of the gym during school breaks. It was our favorite place to hang out.” 

    “Maybe it’s too early for merpeople kids,” Alyona pointed out. “It’s barely past sunrise.” 

    “Maybe.” I wasn’t convinced, and I knew we had to get inside. “But I think we need to go ahead and check. Can you zap this lock?” 

    “I don’t know about zapping, but I can spell it open,” the princess offered as she grabbed the lock. 

    The padlock looked much larger in her dainty hands than it had in the duke’s giant ones, but her strength was in her magic skills, and within moments, the lock dropped open with a gentle click. I unwrapped the chain from the handles and pulled the door open. It smacked as it pulled away from the doorway, and the sound echoed throughout the gym. 

    “Shit,” I grumbled. “So much for a quiet entrance.” 

    We stepped into the darkened building, and I lit a fireball in my palm to illuminate our path. My instincts told me to head toward the back of the gym and turn left, so I led Alyona further into the building with slow, soft kicks. Even if the person hiding out had heard the lock opening, they didn’t need to hear our approach. 

    Then I saw a shadow rush across the back wall of the building, and I knew we’d found what we were looking for. 
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    “Go get the others!” I ordered Alyona before I rushed after the shadow. 

    The princess turned and swam out of the gym toward the rest of our search party as I hunted down the intruder. I whipped around the corner where he’d disappeared, and I found a short hallway into a dark room. 

    There were no more windows to let in the light, and I held my fireball out in front of me as I sent out a wave of echolocation to find the bastard. The magic erupted out from my body in a powerful wave that bounced around the room, and it gave me a mental replica of everything before me. As the sound wave returned to me, I could see the intruder was hidden behind a stack of boxes just inside the doorway to my right. 

    I slid the Sword of Hatra out from my belt and held it in my other hand. Then I positioned myself just inside the doorway, kicked off the frame to body slam the stack of boxes on top of him, and quickly rolled to the side as the boxes crashed onto the hidden prowler. 

    “Ugh!” the man grunted and then let out an angry war cry. 

    He wriggled out from under the boxes, and before me floated a merman, but he didn’t look like the others. He was thin and wiry, and his fin was covered in dull, black scales. His skin was the color of the sand outside, almost like he was an albino compared to the other merpeople, and his head was completely bald. His wild blue eyes darted around the room before he flicked his tail and sailed toward me with his hands outstretched. I couldn’t tell if he planned to grab or scratch or what, but I wasn’t about to let him get those bony hands on me. 

    I dodged his first strike and swung awkwardly with my sword. I still wasn’t quite used to fighting underwater, and somehow, I wasn’t expecting a merman to be the culprit behind the rift. My blade grazed the tail end of his fin, and a few droplets of blood spurted into the water behind him. He howled with frustration before he flipped around to face me again. 

    “You have no idea what I could do to you, dragon,” the merman hissed. 

    “And you have no idea what I will do to you for hurting my people,” I growled and focused on my water magic to propel me at the merman with force. 

    I stabbed the blade at his belly, but the tip stopped just shy of penetrating his skin. I looked down at the sword in confusion as he grinned and snapped his fingers, and in a flash, I was flying across the room and slammed into a sandstone wall with a thud. The feeling of having the air knocked out of my lungs filled my mind, but I couldn’t get air down here. I suddenly felt like I was going to suffocate, and I tried to take short gasps to breathe, but nothing came in. My vision turned spotty, and I nearly passed out from the feeling of asphyxiation. 

    I had to be smart to resolve this, so I slowed my racing thoughts and focused on the magic that allowed me to breathe underwater. As my body relaxed, the water refilled my lungs, and I took a gulp of the cool liquid. Then I gasped over and over until my lungs felt normal again. 

    “Landwalkers,” the merman chuckled. “You always stand out down here, even if it weren’t for your legs.” 

    “Let’s fight on land, then,” I snarled. “You’d never win that battle, and you know it.” 

    “Yet, here you are, challenging me in my own element,” he retorted. “How arrogant can one dragon be?” 

    “I’m just confident,” I shot back as I stood, conjured a fireball in my hand, and threw it across the room. 

    The merman dove out of its path, but the fiery orb nicked the tip of his tail, and the scaly flesh burned almost immediately from the heat. It didn’t slough away like that of the corrupted fish, but it seemed his scales didn’t agree with fire as tendrils of smoke curled away from his fin. Then my opponent grunted angrily and created a water orb that he pushed toward me with his palms outstretched. 

    The water ball sailed toward me, but I quickly deflected it with a liquid barrier. The two magic water creations burst upon their connection, and the mage looked at me with surprise written all over his face. Before he could react, I conjured a fiery bow and arrow and aimed the arrow for his head. I didn’t want to kill him without knowing where the rift was, but he was obviously a hazardous mage to keep around. I had to take care of as many risks as possible, even if it meant continuing our search for the rift. 

    “Your fire magic is impressive,” the merman chuckled. “But it is no match for the power of the Fisherman.” 

    “The Fisherman?” I echoed and lost my focus just long enough for him to cast a quick spell. 

    A funnel formed in the water between us like a hurricane that barreled toward me so fast I had to push off the wall to dive out of its path. The funnel tore through the wall and left a gaping hole to the outside of the domed building before it continued to destroy everything in its path. I worried it would hurt some of the merpeople out in the city, but I had to focus on the fisherman for now. He could create hundreds of the funnels in the time it took me to go take care of that one, and who knows what else he could do. 

    “Ah, you’ve heard of me, then?” he laughed and took a sarcastic bow. “I’m glad to know my reputation precedes me.” 

    “Well, I didn’t hear about your magic, but Kyro sure had a lot to say before he died,” I bragged. “You, N, and a few others in the Sect have a lot going on here. It’s pretty interesting, really. Too bad he won’t make it here to meet with you.” 

    “You killed Kyro?” the merman asked with wide eyes. 

    “I didn’t have to,” I laughed. “I captured him, and that’s usually enough for one of your little tattoos to take effect. I would have hanged him either way, but the tattoo death just looks so painful, I wouldn’t want to take that away. He more than deserved what he got.” 

    The Fisherman’s mouth dropped open in surprise, and I took advantage to launch my fiery arrow. I used my target precision to aim the arrow for his lower body instead of the kill shot, and it flung across the space between us and plunged into the meat of his fin where his thigh would be. The black scales around the wound began to seep with his blood, and a red cloud soon appeared in the water. 

    “How?” he groaned as he tugged at the fiery projectile and burned his fingers with a yelp. “I have a protection spell!” 

    “It doesn’t matter when I have the power of the Bow of Wellston,” I chuckled. “I can use it on anyone, though I heard you wanted that, too. Too bad I beat your dumb little bandits to the relics. Now, what are you doing here?” 

    “You think I’ll just tell you everything after one little arrow?” the fisherman scoffed and yanked the projectile out from his fin with a grunt. “I’ve survived more battles than the years you’ve been alive, young dragon. It will take more than that to stop me.” 

    He clapped his hands together in front of him, and a shockwave slammed into my body like a tidal wave. I flew backward and crashed into another stack of boxes, and the plastic-looking box materials tipped over and crashed to the floor on top of me as rage quickly warmed my body. 

    “Okay, you little bastard,” I grunted and shoved the boxes out of my way. “I won’t go down with some pushes and shoves.” 

    “Oh, I know,” he retorted. “Unless I shove you into this.” 

    The Fisherman swirled his finger around in the water next to him, and suddenly, the feeling of great magic overwhelmed me as he revealed a portal. 

    The doorway to the underworld glowed red with moving swirls of black glancing back and forth across the opening. The screams and howls of the demons on the other side echoed through the chamber, and I had to send a layer of healing magic to my ears to dampen the sounds. 

    “I’m not going anywhere near that thing,” I shouted above the cacophony of noise. “You’ll have to kill me first.” 

    “I don’t mind that arrangement,” the merman chuckled. 

    Then the Fisherman clenched his fist, and the water wrapped around me like a hand that squeezed my torso tightly. I could feel my ribs breaking under the water’s cold fingers, and I knew my automatic healing wouldn’t kick in until the injury stopped, so I had to get out of this thing. My first instinct was to punch the watery vise, but my fist sailed through the invisible grip. I had this same magic, so I knew it couldn’t be physically affected like that, and I realized I needed to redirect the power. 

    The merman used the watery binding to pull me closer to the spinning portal, and I closed my eyes to focus on the water magic around me. I called on the power of the sea to release the Fisherman’s hold on me, and I could feel it answer my call as the binding loosened slightly. 

    Rana, if you’re really a goddess of the sea, you need to get me out of this, I sent up a little prayer. If you thought those several dozen fish were bad today, you won’t like how the rest of the ocean looks if these knuckleheads get away. 

    The water wrap weakened again, and I could nearly pull my hands free of the watery grip. 

    “Come on,” I growled at the ocean. “Let’s get this bastard together.” 

    It was like Rana herself had felt my distaste for the Fisherman, and the grip around my torso eased completely. It felt as though I’d just stepped out of a hot tub as the warm spelled water drifted away, and the cool ocean water took up permanent residence again. 

    “How did you--” the Fisherman asked as his face lit up with bewilderment. 

    Then I turned the tables. 

    I called on the sea to grab the Fisherman and plant his body against the wall of the room with a thump. His wiry frame was plastered to the wall above me, and I swam up closer and eyed him carefully. The Fisherman looked younger than I’d expected, though I imagined he was older than he looked. A scowl marred his otherwise handsome face, and he glared back into my eyes with disgust. 

    “You know who I am?” I asked. 

    “We all do,” he muttered. “The great dragon, here to save us all. Let’s have a party.” 

    “And yet, here we are,” I chuckled. “Why did you open a portal?” 

    “To get rid of you,” the merman seethed. “We don’t want you here. The Sage says you don’t even belong here!” 

    Did Olivier somehow know I was from Earth? I didn’t remember ever discussing it with him, 

    “Well, I’m here now.” I shrugged. “And I need to know where the rift is.” 

    “If you haven’t already found it, you’re too late,” he sneered. “Our plans are in motion.” 

    “Not for long,” I snarled and conjured another fireball into my hand. 

    I lifted the fire orb with the intention of smashing it into his snide face when I heard the sound of several bodies pushing through the water behind me, and I spun around ready to fire my projectile at the newest attacker when I recognized a voice. 

    “Lord Evan!” Alyona called out from around the corner. 

    “With the flight of wind,” the Fisherman suddenly muttered, and I turned back just as he grinned and somehow slipped out from under the binding. Then he slithered out the opening in the wall like a slippery eel before I could grab him, and I growled in frustration. 

    “In here!” I called out to the princess. 

    Alyona barreled into the room with Naomi, Nike, Phineas, and four of the guards right behind her. 

    “What happened?” Nike asked as he noticed the overturned boxes and giant hole in the wall. 

    “I was fighting the Fisherman,” I replied with a frown. “He got away, but we can at least close the portal he made.” 

    “What portal?” Alyona asked and rubbed her chin. 

    “What?” I whirled back around to see the spinning portal had disappeared along with the Fisherman. “Fucking hell.” 

    “So, the portal went with him?” Naomi inquired in confusion. “Can they move around like that?” 

    “It depends on the mage,” Alyona answered. “It would seem the Fisherman had this one tied to his magic, so when he left, so did the portal.” 

    “But where did he go?” Nike wondered. 

    “Out there.” I pointed to the gaping hole in the wall. “Right after he tossed me around the room and sent a water tornado after me. I finally had him pinned, but he cast a spell before I could stop him and disappeared through there.” 

    “So, he could be anywhere.” Phineas frowned and sighed. “How will we find him now?” 

    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But we won’t give up. Now I know what he looks like, and believe me, he’ll stand out.” 

    “He’s not a merman?” the duke asked in surprise. 

    “Oh, he is,” I confirmed. “He just looks… strange. I’ll explain it when we get back to the palace, so we can ask the duchess if she’s seen him, either.” 

    “My lord, did you see these?” Naomi called out from the other end of the room. 

    We swam over to see the lizard mage had found a stack of books and letters tucked into a canvas bag and stuffed into the corner of the room. 

    “I was a little busy trying to capture him,” I chuckled. “What is it?” 

    “Most of these books are journals,” she replied. “They date all the way back to ten years ago.” 

    “Busy little bee,” I muttered. “We should look through these and see if they have any information about their future plans. He said it was already in motion.” 

    “While you read those, we’re going to get back to the palace,” Phineas announced. “I’m not much for reading, and I need to let Helmi know what’s happened. And apparently, we need to find someone to repair this wall before the break is over.” 

    “Probably a good idea,” I agreed. 

    While the duke had been mostly helpful since we got here, I’d rather go through the journals without him. If the duchess was involved in any way, I wanted to find out before him so we could prepare for any possible scenario. 

    Phineas and the guards turned and swam out of the room while the rest of us gathered the journals and letters to look for more information. The journals were filled from cover to cover with the events the merman had already been a part of, and it seemed he’d at least known about most of the issues we’d already had with the Green Glass Sect. He’d written detailed entries about the attacks on Hatra and Tikal, and then he’d written more information about Lumin and Kana. 

    The Fisherman had written how angry the Sage was when he’d received word that I had all three artifacts in the Celestial Triad, but it seemed some of his information was secondhand. He didn’t write about hiring the bandits to steal the relics. Instead, he’d written things like, “the bandits we sent” and “found out they were all dead.” 

    Most recently, he’d obviously been hiding out in Pullis, but he hadn’t started in the gym. After reading his more recent entries, it seemed he’d moved here when his previous hideout had become a point of interest for local children to explore. He’d taken advantage of their leave from school and hidden in this building to avoid their prying eyes. 

    “Hey, look at this,” Nike said as he held out a letter. 

    The ink and paper had been enchanted to stay dry underwater, and something told me it had something to do with the letters we’d found to Kyro while we were in Atheson. 

    F, 

    K will be making his way to you soon. 

    Tell N to prepare H for his arrival. 

    Should be treated like a special guest of honor. 

    The people will not suspect. 

    O 

    The Fisherman appeared to be in direct contact with Olivier, and maybe even the middleman for all the deals being made between the Green Glass Sect and the duchess. 

    “You think H is for Helmi?” Alyona wondered quietly. 

    “I’m not sure who else it could mean.” I frowned. “So, she doesn’t seem to talk to the Fisherman, but she talks to N. That’s who was supposed to tell her Kyro was coming here, not the Fisherman.” 

    “And we still don’t know who N is,” Naomi hissed, and her forked tongue poked out from between her lips. “This is incredibly annoying, like we’re chasing ghosts.” 

    “I agree, but we’re at least on the right track,” I assured her. “If we weren’t, the Fisherman would have just let me kill him. The Sect members prefer to die than be captured, but he was determined to either kill me or get free.” 

    “Kill you?” Alyona gasped. 

    “Well, he tried to throw me into the portal.” I shrugged. “I guess the ocean likes me better because it let me go and held him until he cast that spell to get out.” 

    “Interesting,” Nike mused. “Do you think he’s the one who opened the rift?” 

    “It wouldn’t surprise me,” I replied. “He seemed to have some pretty strong magic, even though he didn’t expect me to have water magic.” 

    “Well, here his entry says they need to be more cautious of you,” Naomi pointed out. “It says, ‘the dragon grows more powerful by the day, yet the Sage believes we will be able to win the war with or without the dragon.’” 

    “With or without?” I echoed. “Are they planning to recruit me or something?” 

    “They obviously don’t know you at all,” Alyona giggled. “I don’t see you turning to the side of evil.” 

    “You never know,” I teased. “I heard it’s nice on the dark side.” 

    “The dark side of what?” Laika asked as she breezed into the room with Miraya, Ravi, and the dryads right behind her. 

    “Of the force, obviously,” I chuckled at my Star Wars reference. “Anyway, we found these journals and letters from the Fisherman’s secret stash down here. It seems the duchess has some explaining to do.” 

    “We have to be careful how we approach the questions,” Alyona reminded me. “We already suspected her of something, but she can’t be the only person in all of Pullis whose name starts with an H.” 

    “A very valid point, milady,” the wolf Demi-Human agreed. “The last thing we should do is alienate her with our suspicions. She’s already been, ah, less than helpful in allowing us to find the rift.” 

    “True,” I murmured and then looked around. “Where are Aaliyah and Rebecca?” 

    “They hadn’t checked in at the palace yet,” Ravi answered. “We were waiting for everyone there until the guards said there was something going on here, so we came to see if we could help. They still have another hour until lunch, but we can wait for them at the castle unless you’d like to keep reading.” 

    “I’m all read out,” I laughed. “But we should take these with us. We might be able to figure out the Sect’s next steps.” 

    Alyona nodded and dumped the journals and letters back into the bag before she slung it over her shoulder. Then we all headed for the door and swam back out into the gym. 

    “Wait,” Ravi said, and we all stopped to look at the phoenix. “If the duchess is in cahoots with the Fisherman or N, that means the Green Glass Sect may already know we’re here.” 

    “She has definitely had several opportunities to warn them,” I murmured. “If that’s the case, who knows what traps they could have waiting for us near the rift.” 

    “We’ll have to be extremely cautious once we find one,” Nike agreed. “Even if she didn’t warn them, the Fisherman could now that he escaped.” 

    “Balls, that’s also true,” I grunted.  

    “Don’t blame yourself,” Alyona soothed me. “Only a very powerful mage could have opened a portal like that on his own and link it to his power. I should have stayed to help you.” 

    “No, I’m glad you didn’t,” I insisted. “He tossed me around the room like a rag doll for a little bit. I wouldn’t have been able to protect you.” 

    “And none of us would have been here to help,” Laika agreed. “It was better that you left to get us. Lord Evan is more than capable of defending himself. Plus, he almost had him on his own anyway.” 

    “Because he’s a badass dragon lord,” Trina chimed in. 

    “The most badass dragon lord,” Polina corrected her with a grin. 

    “That’s basically what the Fisherman said, right?” Marina giggled. 

    “Basically,” I laughed. “Come on, let’s get to the castle and meet up with Aaliyah and Rebecca. Then we’ll have some words with the great duchess.” 

    Nike and my lovers dipped their heads in agreement as we headed for the palace. The path of the Fisherman’s water tornado was clear, though, and several buildings had been completely destroyed by the whirling funnel. Some people were already outside cleaning up, while others stood looking around in disbelief. 

    Merpeople filled the streets with curiosity as we made our way back to the castle, and our polite waves were met with a few bewildered expressions and even fewer waves back. 

    Tough crowd. 

    We arrived in the courtyard to find all but the two guards who were with Aaliyah and Rebecca gathered in groups discussing their findings. Apparently, one of them discovered his sister had a new boyfriend, but other than that, their searches turned up zilch. At this point, I was pretty sure we were going to have to look outside the gate for the rift, and that would be a grueling task. 

    The ocean was obviously huge, and the only clue we had was the poisoned fish near the lava rock, but once they’d been killed or cured, the miasma smell had disappeared. So, it was unlikely the rift was near there. It was more likely someone had released miasma in that area for some reason. Perhaps it was to lure us away from the city while the Fisherman prepared to open the portal, or maybe it was a test to see if we’d take care of it. 

    Either way, I didn’t think that was where we’d find the rift. In all reality, it made more sense to open the rift as far from that location as possible, since the immediate conclusion would be to search near it. The twisted games of the Green Glass Sect had me mixed up and frustrated, and all I wanted was to rip the Sage to pieces and burn him to ashes. 

    We walked into the castle to find the duke and duchess sitting in the front room as the duke explained what he knew about the Fisherman. 

    “But he got away from Lord Evan,” Phineas said as we walked into the room. 

    “You let him escape?” Helmi shrieked as she whirled on me. “Why didn’t you just kill him?” 

    “I wanted to know where the rift was,” I replied and narrowed my eyes. “That is the whole point, remember?” 

    “Of course, I remember,” she snapped. “But if he was such a dangerous mage, you should have killed him immediately.” 

    “And have a zero percent chance of finding the bigger problem, yeah, I’ll remember that for next time,” I said sarcastically. “Unless you think he was a bigger problem?” 

    “Well, he opened a portal, didn’t he?” The mermaid leader smirked and crossed her arms. 

    “Yeah, he did,” I confirmed. “And he tried to throw me into it, but I’m sure any of your guards could have survived that. They can all use water magic, right?” 

    “No, but--” she started to argue. 

    “And they can all use fire magic underwater, right?” I pressed. 

    “Merpeople don’t even use fire,” she snorted. “What a silly argument.” 

    “Well, he didn’t like the fire I used on him,” I shot back. “So, unless your people can figure out how to do those things and kill him without getting killed or thrown into a portal, I suggest you be happy we found what we did.” 

    “And what did you find?” Helmi scoffed. “A room for him to escape from?” 

    “No, journals and letters of the things he’s been doing since he arrived,” I said and clenched my jaw as I awaited her response. 

    “And, ah, have you read them?” the mermaid stammered as she suddenly went still. 

    “Not all of them,” I answered carefully. “Enough to want to ask you a few questions, though.” 

    “What is this?” Phineas interrupted, and he looked between Helmi and me with a frown. “You suspect my wife is involved in this Fisherman’s escapades?” 

    “I think it’s a possibility,” I said and shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time a member of the royal family has been caught up in some kind of bad business with the Sect.” 

    “That is ridiculous!” the duke exclaimed and slammed his fists into the arms of his chair. “Helmi would never be part of something so evil!” 

    I kept my gaze on the mermaid leader who was completely frozen in her chair. She gripped the arms until her knuckles turned white, and her eyes were cast down to the sandy floor. 

    Before I could push her any further, four mermen guards burst through the front door in a frenzy. 

    “Your Grace!” one of them cried out. “You and Lord Evan must come!” 

    “What is it, Lathan?” Phineas asked as he rose from his chair. 

    “The last group has returned!” Lathan replied and waved his hand frantically. “Please, they have much to tell us!” 

    We all swam out the door to the courtyard, where Aaliyah, Rebecca, and the two guards from their search party hovered outside. 

    “Lord Evan!” Rebecca called out, and my lovers glided over to hug me. “I’ve never seen anything like it!” 

    “Like what, Rebecca?” I asked and leaned back to look at their pale white faces. “What did you find?” 

    “We found the rift,” Aaliyah gasped, and my heart skipped a beat before it began to pound inside my chest. 

    Well, it seemed the interrogation would have to be continued later. 
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    “Where is it?” I demanded. “Did you get close to it?” 

    “No, of course not,” the lioness said with a shake of her head. “We knew we were close from the smell, and we didn’t want to risk running into anyone, though it looks like you may have run into someone yourself?” 

    While my automatic healing had taken care of my bumps and bruises from the fight, my hair was a wild mess, and my clothes were covered in clumps of wet sand from rolling around in battle. 

    “Yeah, I found the Fisherman,” I grunted and rubbed my hand through my messy hair. “And then I lost him. He’s a mage, and he was strong enough to open a portal to the underworld right in front of me. He tried to push me into it before I got a hold of him.” 

    “Damn,” Rebecca breathed and looked me up and down. “Do you think he opened the rift, too?” 

    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” I replied. “Between him and whoever N is, we have some pretty powerful people around here somewhere, but for now, we need to go find that rift and seal it.” 

    “We’ll lead you to where we smelled it,” Aaliyah said. “It’s over by that big building with all the columns.” 

    “The museum?” Phineas asked with wide eyes. “Oh, I hope they haven’t ruined anything inside.” 

    “What do you have in there?” I wondered, and my inner dragon paced back and forth with excitement at the prospect of more treasure. 

    “Priceless artifacts from our city’s history,” Helmi replied with a smug jut of her chin. “Nothing for you to pillage.” 

    “It could have attracted the Sect,” I scoffed, though I was a little disappointed, to be honest. “The same thing happened in Kana a few weeks ago, and we had to help them get rid of tons of bandits. I’m not the only person in Rahma who likes treasure. Besides, if that was all I wanted, why would I come talk to you? I could have snuck in just like they did.” 

    “That’s a good point,” Aaliyah agreed with a twitch of her golden tail. 

    “I suppose,” the duchess murmured, though she didn’t look happy to agree with the lioness. “Either way, we need to make sure the intruders don’t get to it, too.” 

    “Then we need to go now,” I decided. “Lead the way.” 

    Rebecca and Aaliyah dipped their heads and paddled in the direction of the museum with the rest of our group right behind them. Phineas, Helmi, and a handful of guards followed along, and I could hear them whispering to each other as we went.  

    It seemed the merpeople didn’t realize how well dragons could hear. 

    “Why did Lord Evan think you would know about this Fisherman’s journals?” Phineas asked in a low voice. 

    “How should I know?” Helmi snorted. “He already said they’ve found other leaders involved with this Sect group. He’s probably just assuming one of us is, too.” 

    “But you aren’t helping them, right?” the duke prodded, and his voice was tinged with worry. “It seems this Green Glass Sect is involved in some very bad things, and we can’t be doing anything to help them.” 

    “Of course not!” His wife’s voice was a little shriller before she lowered it again. “I would hope you know me better than that, Phineas.” 

    “I do, my love,” Phineas sighed. “I’m only trying to get to the bottom of this. This miasma and rift business has me feeling very anxious.” 

    “As am I,” Helmi agreed quietly. “I hope we find some answers here, even if it is because of the dragon.” 

    I smirked to myself at her annoyance. The mermaid leader didn’t like me at all, but she would have quite the rude awakening when she realized I wasn’t full of shit about helping them get rid of a huge problem. 

    As we got closer to a large building on the edge of the city, I could smell the reek of miasma floating in the water ahead of us like rotting flesh. The museum was just far enough away from other buildings for the smell to not draw much attention from anyone near it, but I recognized it right away. 

    “Is that the smell you were referring to?” The duke wrinkled his nose in disgust as we neared the building. “It smells like that rotten fish we caught.” 

    “Exactly,” I muttered as I focused my attention on the museum ahead. “It smells like death. Something has been poisoned by the miasma, and whatever it is, it’s close.” 

    The museum stood about three stories tall, and the sandstone columns reached from the top of the short, wide stairs to the bottom of a sloped roof. The columns were smooth but painted with merpeople in various activities, from swimming to eating to giving birth, which was very educational. 

    It was quite an array of images, but what mostly caught my attention was the open water behind the building. It seemed the wrought-iron fence that circled the rest of Pullis looked somewhat misshapen there, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what was wrong with it. The water hadn’t been distorting my vision since we’d been down here, but it was hard to tell what exactly was wrong. 

    “What do you see?” Alyona asked quietly, and I knew she was watching my eyes scan the water ahead. 

    “Look at the fencing,” I murmured. “It’s like… wiggly.” 

    The adjective wasn’t the fanciest word I could use, but it accurately described what I saw. The iron rails should have been straight and strong, but instead, they looked like half-cooked noodles that moved with the flow of the water. They waved back and forth just slightly, too, almost like a breeze blew over the top. 

    “Looks like we know where to look,” Laika observed with a flick of her bushy gray tail as her ears flattened against the top of her head. “Something is definitely wrong over there.” 

    “Duke, Duchess, stay over here with your guards,” I ordered the merpeople. “I don’t know what we’ll find, but I know we’ll be able to handle it better on our own.” 

    “Wait just a--” Helmi started and clenched her fists. 

    “Go ahead,” the duke cut her off with a stern look. “This is your area of expertise, after all. And I don’t want my wife to get hurt.” 

    The mermaid leader looked at him with a mixture of adoration and defeat. She knew he was looking out for her, and she couldn’t argue with his logic, though she’d clearly wanted to be involved in every step of our process. I figured it was because of her involvement with the Sect, but she couldn’t exactly use that argument without admitting she knew the Fisherman or N. So, I’d take advantage of her husband’s undying support of her and go on this mission without her, and whatever it was she didn’t want us to find out, I definitely planned on finding it. 

    “Of course.” I smirked at the duchess and waved to my companions. “Let’s check it out.” 

    We paddled closer to the fence, and the stench of miasma grew even stronger. It wafted across the water until I could nearly taste it, and the sensation made my stomach do a flip. Then Naomi sucked in a quiet breath, and I held out one hand to stop our movement and looked at her curiously. 

    “My lord, I think it’s a mirage,” she whispered. “I’ve never seen one underwater before, but that would explain why the surface appears to move with the water.” 

    “Ahh,” I muttered as she figured out what was up with the noodle fence. “So, there’s probably something just behind this area, and we need to be prepared. Weapons out.” 

    I drew the Sword of Healing from my belt, while Nike unsheathed the Sword of Light. Laika pulled her broadsword from her back, and Ravi conjured a fire bow and arrow. Aaliyah and Rebecca extended their claws, while Naomi, Alyona, and the dryads prepared to use their magical defenses. Miraya glanced at me with knowing eyes and then disappeared from view as she traveled into my spiritual sea. 

    The sword spirit’s power flowed through the blade in my hand, and I bared my teeth in a feral grin.  

    We were ready for battle. 

    We glided toward the mirage and pushed through the magical image to see dozens of fish swimming around aimlessly. It almost looked like a normal seascape. 

    “What the hell?” Rebecca mumbled. 

    Then I realized what we were really seeing. 

    More corrupted fish. They were decaying, just like the ones we’d taken care of yesterday. Their black scales sloughed from their stiff bodies, and their bulging black eyes turned to focus on our arrival. Then they moved with sluggish flicks of their tails as they aimed for Alyona. 

    I noticed about a third of them were different from the corrupted ones. Their eyes were still black, but they looked more aware. Their red, yellow, and blue scales were their normal colors but marred by black streaks that appeared in burst patterns up and down their bodies. The scent of miasma was much stronger here, too, like it was burning underwater. 

    It seemed some of the fish were only poisoned by the miasma, but they were all making a beeline for the princess. 

    “We can kill--er, re-kill-- the corrupted ones, but I’m going to heal the others,” I called out as I swam closer to the approaching fish. “Don’t let any of them near Alyona!” 

    I held the Sword of Healing out in front of me like a lightning rod, and Miraya and I pushed the full force of our power through the blade and into the water. It was like a jolt of glittery lightning burst out from the end of the sword and speared through the water in branches of magic. White light sparkled through the water and settled over all the fish, who seemed stunned for a moment as the healing magic began its work. The glittery power pushed the black poison from the fishes’ veins, and soon their scales returned to their normal bright hues while their eyes lightened in color. 

    Within seconds, the poisoned fish had lost interest in the princess and began to disperse, but the corrupted creatures continued toward us, and their black eyes zeroed in on the princess as they flipped their fins to navigate closer. 

    Though it wasn’t the intense battle we’d been prepared for, my team of warriors got to work. Nike and Laika’s swords cut through the water and severed the corrupted fish into pieces that floated to the ocean floor, while Naomi and Ravi used magical fire to burn through the reanimated corpses. The dryads used their nature magic to push the fish toward Rebecca and Aaliyah, and the two lady warriors clawed their way through wave after wave of corrupted fish. Then I sheathed the Sword of Hatra and used my own fire magic to disintegrate the mangled bodies before they could reach Alyona. 

    Orange and black fire soared through the water as body after battered body fell to the ocean floor in chunks and ashes until the ground was littered with their remains. 

    “Is that all of them?” Laika asked between gasping breaths. 

    Even the wolf-warrior was still getting used to fighting while swimming, and it seemed to sap our energy. I quickly sent a wave of healing magic over the group to soothe their sore muscles and boost their energy, and a collective sigh came over my companions as the magic settled over their tired bodies. 

    “I think so,” I confirmed after I searched the water for a sign of any more corrupted creatures. “But I still smell miasma.” 

    “Over there,” Alyona said and pointed to a deep purple glow on the ocean floor about fifty yards ahead of us. 

    The spot had been hidden behind droves of miasma fish, but it was painfully obvious now. 

    We swam closer to find the glow came from a deep tear in the fabric of our realm. Black smoke oozed out from its surface, and I recognized it as more miasma. The hollow screams and shrieks of demons were barely audible from inside the rift, and a shiver passed through my body. 

    “This is it,” I murmured. “They really created a rift here.” 

    “Bastards,” Polina grumbled. 

    “Indeed,” I agreed. “What do we do with it?” 

    “This one is different from the one I sealed outside Hatra,” Alyona mused as she hovered a few feet away from the rift. “It’s nearly ready for release. The other one was fresh. This has been here a while.” 

    “So, the Fisherman or N has been here a while, too,” I concluded. “We need to seal this and go after them as quickly as possible.” 

    “Okay, but I think I’ll have to use a different seal.” The princess closed her eyes and chewed on her lip. “It should probably be the Shendola Seal.” 

    “Ah, is that the one we saw in the novum book?” Naomi asked. 

    “Yes,” Alyona confirmed with a nod. “It should be able to combat how close the rift is to release.” 

    Oh! Miraya gasped from my spiritual sea before she popped out into the ocean with us. 

    “Do you have an idea?” I asked as I rubbed my temples and mentally recovered from the quick jump. 

    “More like an addition,” the spirit replied and wrapped a lock of white hair around her finger as she spoke. “If you channel my power with yours, it adds a layer of protection from the spirit world.” 

    “Protection from the spirit world?” I echoed and scratched my head. “Aren’t they usually good? Why would we need that?” 

    “Not everyone in the spirit world follows the laws to guide without interference,” Miraya answered and offered a shy smile. “Obviously. But also, not every spirit is good. You’ve met a few wraiths now, which are a type of spirit that never made it to the spirit world, and they aren’t the only kind that isn’t seeking the best for this realm.” 

    “So, they could use the rift to escape their world, too?” I gasped. 

    “Exactly.” The spirit nodded. “Then we’d have two wars to wage.” 

    “Can the rifts be used by any other world?” Ravi asked. 

    “I’m not sure,” Miraya admitted. “It wouldn’t surprise me. The rifts are tears in reality as we know it. It makes sense for other worlds to be able to come through them, but I’m not sure how.” 

    “Rifts are different from portals because there’s less control, right?” Alyona mused. “Where a rift is a tear, a portal is a door.” 

    “Right,” the sword spirit agreed. 

    We looked at each other with grim expressions. We didn’t need any other people-- or creatures, for that matter-- making their way into our world. 

    “So, basically, we really need to seal this bitch up,” I declared. “Let’s get it done.” 

    Alyona, Naomi, and Miraya nodded in agreement before they joined hands and stood in a line parallel to the rift. They stood just far enough away to avoid the snaking tendrils of miasma that reached out from the rift like smokey fingers trying to grab the women and inject its mind-twisting poison. 

    “Torn by man, sewn in the sand, ripped by hate, we mend this land,” the three magical women intoned. 

    As they spoke, a solid black ring hovered in the water above the rift, but it was more than black, like the ring was so dark it absorbed light. Then it glided through the water, crashed to the ground around the tear, and sent up a cloud of white sand. 

    “Rebuild and repair, fill this space, bring in light, impart grace,” they continued and held their hands above their heads. 

    Another ring appeared in the water, but this one was the exact color of sunlight, a white and yellow combination of blinding light as though the sun had sunk down into the ocean for a moment. Then it slid down on top of the black ring with a resounding thud that sent a ripple of power through the water and nearly blew the rest of us backward. 

    Suddenly, the screams of the demons below were gone, and the smell of miasma floated away with the waves. The glowing purple tear disappeared, and the ocean floor returned to its normal sand. 

    “Well, that looked pretty good to me,” I commented as an overwhelming silence settled over us. 

    “Nothing can come out from it now?” Rebecca asked as she paddled a little closer to the rift. 

    “Nope,” Naomi replied and shook her head. “It’s sealed, and it would take multiple really powerful magical people to get past Miraya’s level of power. I don’t see that happening.” 

    “Good,” Nike grunted. “Now, let’s get back to finding the bastards who opened it.” 

    We all turned and stared at the noble’s ferocious choice of words. 

    “Wow,” I breathed. 

    “I’m tired of being one step behind them,” Nike huffed and gripped the Sword of Light in his hand. “I’m ready to slice them up and end this once and for all.” 

    “I hear you, brother,” I murmured and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s do it.” 

    We started to head back toward the museum, and we brushed through the magical curtain that had hidden the rift. 

    “Oh, let’s get rid of this thing,” Naomi suggested and waved her hand. “Reveal.” 

    The mirage lifted and revealed the missing section of iron fence that was supposed to surround the city. The metal posts had been demolished, and only a handful of stubs remained on the ocean floor. 

    “So, I guess this means the letters were definitely real,” I murmured as we swam back toward the duke and duchess. “The rift was here, just like they said.” 

    “It would seem so,” Alyona mused. “And that also means there are probably more.” 

    “Then we have some more work to do,” I said and clenched my fists. “And it would seem the duchess has a few questions to answer.” 

    Alyona grimaced as we approached the merpeople leaders, and Helmi crossed her arms over her chest with a smirk. 

    “Well, did you find anything on your little trip?” she asked with a snarky smile. 

    “Yeah, a rift,” I shot back. “Just past the fence, which you’ll want to fix by the way. We sealed it up and got rid of all the poisoned fish.” 

    “Wait, so there r-really was one of those r-rift things?” Helmi stammered as her mouth fell open. 

    “Uh, yeah.” Aaliyah rolled her eyes. “We didn’t come here to make up stories.” 

    “I, ah, had no idea,” the duchess murmured and averted her gaze. “I didn’t think such things could really happen down here.” 

    “Neither of us could have known, dear,” Phineas assured her. 

    “Even after the corrupted fish and guardian, you still had your doubts?” I raised an eyebrow. “When are you going to learn?” 

    “Learn to trust a dragon?” the merman asked and chuckled. “That will certainly take time, Lord Evan.” 

    “And apparently a dozen pieces of evidence,” I muttered. “You saw the portal for yourself.” 

    “It was already gone when I got there,” Phineas reminded me with a smile. “But I saw the disease that consumed the fish and our guardian. I know it’s difficult to convince others of something you believe, but I think I have one other way to show us.” 

    “Phineas, please,” Helmi argued. “If you’re thinking about…” 

    The duke and duchess shared a knowing look, and I narrowed my eyes as we waited for one of them to continue. 

    “It’s the only way to know for sure,” Phineas declared after a long moment where I questioned if they had telepathic communication. 

    “Ugh, fine,” his wife grunted and crossed her arms over her chest. 

    “Okay, so is anyone going to loop us in here?” I wondered and glanced back and forth between the pair. 

    “I think it will be better to show you,” the merman replied and gestured for us to follow him. 

    “Well, this isn’t strange at all,” Rebecca muttered before we kicked off and swam after the merpeople. 

    “Should we be worried?” Nike asked in a half-joking tone. 

    “I’m really not sure.” I shrugged. “They want us to prove ourselves, so I guess if whatever this is helps, we should give it a shot.” 

    My companions nodded, and we continued to swim back toward the center of the city and the castle. Then Phineas, Helmi, and their guards darted around to the left of the building and continued along the wall. 

    They turned behind the palace and approached a small house on the outer edge of the city near the iron fence. The house seemed like it was barely big enough to live in, and it wasn’t anything fancy. The walls were made of the same sandstone as the other buildings, but there were no jewels or paint decorating the exterior. It certainly didn’t look important enough to warrant four merman guards standing outside. 

    The four burly mermen stood with matching golden staves in their hands and grim expressions on their faces. They turned nearly simultaneously at our approach and nodded to the duke and duchess. 

    “Your Grace, you, ah, brought the visitors?” one of the guards asked with an air of uncertainty as he eyed me and my group. 

    “Lord Evan and his companions may be able to, ah, help,” Phineas replied carefully. 

    “Your Grace, I just--” the guard began. 

    “I know,” the duke cut him off with a raised hand. “I’ll try anything at this point.” 

    “Try anything for what?” I wondered. “You haven’t told us anything.” 

    Phineas opened his mouth to reply when a chilling scream radiated out of the house, followed by the sound of chains rattling. 

    Our collective heads turned toward the building in shock, and I noticed the merman’s face showed utter pain, while his wife’s expression was a smooth mask of emptiness. 

    What the hell had we gotten ourselves into? 
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    Phineas exhaled a loud sigh and then started for the door, and the guards parted to allow us inside even though I wasn’t super stoked to go in. I had no idea who or what continued to scream as though her organs were being ripped from her body, and a part of me didn’t want to find out. 

    Once we made it past the door, I could see a single bed against the wall across from the entrance. Four tall bed posts nearly reached the ceiling, and a set of nightstands stood on either side of the bed.  

    The most interesting part of the room, however, wasn’t the furniture. 

    The source of the screaming was a mermaid who looked to be in her twenties. Long white hair floated around her head like wild flames, and flat black eyes glared daggers at us while she continued to scream like a banshee. Black lines zigzagged across her pale skin, and her fingernails were long ebony stilettos that looked ready to tear our eyes out. 

    Then her eyes focused on Alyona, and another scream ripped from her throat like a wild animal. 

    “The priestess!” The mermaid flapped her pearl-colored tail, but she made no progress toward us. 

    A thick iron chain was wrapped around the bottom of her fin and anchored into the floor, and it rattled and clanked against the bed as she fought to reach out to the princess. 

    “Those are the only two words she’s said in the last two months,” Phineas murmured with a frown. “Or she just screams. She doesn’t recognize any of us anymore.” 

    “What happened to her?” Alyona asked as she fluttered around the room to get a better look at the mermaid. “She’s clearly been poisoned by miasma, but no one else was affected?” 

    “No one.” The duke shook his head. “We found her like this, clawing at the door of her job to get out. She nearly swam away as soon as we opened the door, but we caught her. She’s been chained here ever since. She tries to attack anyone who comes near her.” 

    “This is the same as the fish?” Helmi wondered. “Is she going to die?” 

    “She can be healed,” I replied as I kept a watchful eye on Alyona. “Where did she work?” 

    “The priestessssss,” the mermaid shrieked and reached another long-nailed finger at Alyona. 

    Helmi hesitated to answer my question, and Phineas rolled his eyes. 

    “She works at the museum,” he said. “She organizes the artifacts and gives tours through the items on display.” 

    “So, she’s normally right by where that rift opened,” I murmured. 

    “And we agreed it had been open for a while,” Laika reminded me. “She was probably too close when it first opened. Two months ago would make sense.” 

    Miraya and Naomi nodded in agreement. 

    “Okay, well, I’ll heal her,” I told Phineas, “but you need to bear in mind she may not be back to normal.” 

    “What do you mean?” The duke frowned and tugged on his bright blue braids with anxiety. “You can either heal her or you can’t?” 

    “I can heal the poisoning as it is now,” I explained, “but I can’t guarantee the miasma hasn’t already damaged her mind. It’s designed to control the person it poisons, so if she’s been sick for two months, the miasma may have already destroyed certain parts of her brain.” 

    “Like her self-control,” Alyona clarified. “One of the hardest things for mind control magic to overcome is our ability to decide for or against an action. So, miasma attacks that part of the mind first.” 

    “But she won’t be… like this?” Phineas gestured to the enraged mermaid as she flopped around angrily with her bulging, furious eyes set on the princess. 

    “I’ve never seen anyone survive the poisoning for this long.” Alyona bit her bottom lip as she considered the question. “I can’t guarantee anything, but we’ll try our best, Your Grace.” 

    “That’s all I can ask,” the merman sighed. “What do we do?” 

    “Stay over there,” I replied and paddled closer to the chained mermaid. “I may need a little boost for this one.” 

    “I think so, too,” Miraya agreed before a blinding flash of light filled the room. 

    The spirit’s presence seemed to calm my spiritual sea, which was raging as I watched this poor mermaid struggle against the chains. This wasn’t her battle, yet she was forced to be a victim of the Green Glass Sect. I wanted to rip the Fisherman in half and shred N to pieces. They didn’t care who was caught up in their schemes, and I relished the thought of handing Olivier over to Valerra, so my dragon mate could roast him alive while I watched. 

    The images of their violent deaths flashed through my mind, and my inner dragon roared with glee. Then I could see Miraya’s face in my mind’s eye as she gave me a look that reminded me to focus on the present. 

    “Okay, here we go,” I muttered. “Let’s hold her down.” 

    The dryads nodded and swam forward to grab each of the mermaid’s arms. She gasped and struggled against them with another eardrum-shattering scream, but the sisters gripped her arms tighter and pinned her against the bed while I paddled closer and pulled out the Sword of Hatra. 

    “What are you doing?” Helmi shrieked as she tried to lunge forward, but the duke stopped her. 

    “It’s a magical blade,” Aaliyah growled as she moved between the duchess and me. “He said he’s going to help, and he is. Be patient.” 

    The duchess huffed and put her fists on her hips as she eyed me carefully. 

    I rolled my eyes and pressed the end of the blade against the poisoned mermaid’s shoulder. Then I pushed a wave of my healing magic through the sword and into her body. Miraya’s power mingled with mine, and the magic surged into the mermaid’s skin. 

    Her body jolted as though we’d pumped electricity into her, and her ebony eyes rolled back into her head as she seized and shook. Suddenly, the black poison began to leave her veins, and I could feel the Sword of Healing pull it out like a milkshake through a straw. The miasma felt thick and tried to fight our healing power, but it was no use. 

    I was stronger.  

    The mermaid’s skin slowly returned to the creamy color of caramel, and her body finally stopped flopping around. She laid still on the bed as I withdrew the sword and put it back into my scabbard. Then the dryads released her arms, and we all swam a few feet away from the bed. 

    “Is she…” Phineas started forward and then covered his mouth. 

    “She’s alive,” I answered the rest of his question. “She’s breathing, but she’s probably exhausted. She’ll need plenty of rest.” 

    “And… food…” the mermaid added in a raspy voice without opening her eyes. “I’m starving.” 

    “Linnea, you’re alive!” Phineas gasped and rushed toward the bed to grab her hand. “Oh, goddess, I was so worried.” 

    I glanced over at Alyona, and we both wondered who this young woman was to the duke. He seemed to dote on her, but she was much too old to be his daughter. 

    Linnea slowly opened her eyes, and I was stunned to see a brilliant blue the color of sapphires. Her caramel-colored skin was smooth and supple now that it wasn’t marred by the miasma poison, and she offered a weak smile to the duke that revealed perfectly straight, white teeth.  

    She could have been a model back on Earth. 

    “I’m fine, dear Phin,” the mermaid whispered and then craned her neck to look past the duke. “Where is Helmi?” 

    “Right here, sweetheart,” the duchess replied as she paddled to the other side of the bed and grasped Linnea’s other hand. “Oh, it’s so good to see you looking like yourself again.” 

    “I feel like I’ve just woken up from a terrible dream,” Linnea sighed. “How long was I asleep?” 

    “You weren’t asleep exactly,” Alyona answered gently. “You were under the effects of miasma poisoning. You’re actually quite lucky to be alive.” 

    “Wait, who are you?” Linnea asked suddenly and narrowed her eyes on the princess. “I’ve seen you… I think. No, maybe not. I don’t know.” 

    “The miasma probably told you to kill me,” the princess replied with a kind smile. “That’s why I look familiar.” 

    Alyona was so calm as she explained the information to the mermaid, but my blood pumped hot through my veins when I thought about how many creatures had been sent to kill my fiancée. I knew it wasn’t their fault, but it didn’t make me any less angry at the situation. 

    “I’m so sorry,” Linnea gasped as her eyes widened. “Did I hurt you?” 

    “No, Lord Evan would never let that happen,” Polina chuckled. 

    “Yeah, we held you down while he healed you,” Trina explained. 

    “That way, you couldn’t reach the princess,” Marina finished. 

    “Thank you, dear dryads,” the mermaid breathed. “I could never live with myself if I’d hurt someone. How did the miasma stuff get into me?” 

    “What’s the last thing you remember before the dream?” I asked. 

    “Let me think,” Linnea murmured as she closed her eyes. “I got up, went to work, and then I took my lunch break. I thought I must have fallen asleep before I could eat, but I suppose that may not be all that happened.” 

    “Do you remember anything strange about the museum?” I prodded. “A weird smell, a strange visitor, anything out of the ordinary?” 

    “Ah, well, I do remember my lunch I packed was missing,” she murmured. “I didn’t think anything of it at the time.” 

    “But you went to eat lunch,” Aaliyah pointed out. “So, what were you going to eat?” 

    “I figured I’d just catch something,” Linnea replied with a shrug before her eyes widened. “Yeah, I went to catch something for lunch, and I swam over the fence behind the museum. There are usually a few fish back there, and I figured I’d just snag one for my lunch…” 

    “Then what?” I asked as she hesitated. 

    “Then I heard something odd,” she said slowly. “It was sort of like a high-pitched whistle, but I couldn’t see anything. I looked around for what it could be, but everything went black. Then I woke up here.” 

    She heard them opening the rift, Miraya gasped. Maybe she saw who did it. 

    “Miraya said it was probably when the Green Glass Sect was opening the rift behind the museum,” I said. “Did you see anyone at all near it?” 

    I glanced at Helmi to see if she would react to the question, but for once, her attention was completely focused on something other than covering her ass. Maybe she really didn’t have anything to do with the rift. 

    “No.” Linnea shook her head. “I rarely get visitors at the museum. I would have noticed someone over there.” 

    Then a loud rumble echoed around the room, and Linnea pressed a hand to her flat belly with a sheepish smile. 

    “Okay, enough with the interrogation,” Phineas announced. “It’s time for her to eat and rest.” 

    “I understand,” I said with a nod. “Let’s get her to the palace.” 

    “Just let me free the chain,” the duke said as he pulled a key out from the nightstand next to her and unlocked the giant padlock near the floor. 

    The chain rattled through the loop as he unwrapped it from around Linnea’s fin and let it fall to the floor with a thump. 

    “Ahhh, I feel so free,” Linnea sighed, and her eyes seemed to brighten even more as she pushed herself from the bed. 

    Then she teetered back, and I rushed forward to grab her arm while Phineas grabbed the other. 

    “Are you alright?” I asked as we held her up. 

    “Certainly better now,” she breathed and stared into my eyes. “I haven’t yet thanked you for healing me.” 

    “It was my pleasure,” I murmured, and a wave of heat passed through my body. 

    “Back to the palace!” Helmi declared and interrupted our moment. 

    Phineas met my gaze before we lifted Linnea’s arms around our shoulders and began to paddle back toward the door. Then we left the tiny house and breezed by the guards, who stared at us in complete shock. 

    “You can leave this post now,” Phineas announced as we glided past them. “Return to your commander for new orders.” 

    “Y-Yes, Your Grace,” one of them finally responded. 

    The mermen guards swam in the opposite direction as we rounded the side of the castle and paddled toward the front door. The guards in front of the castle couldn’t contain their surprise, either, and their mouths dropped open as we swam by with Linnea between us. 

    “Your Grace?” one of them asked and moved forward. 

    “It’s fine, Mellior,” Phineas responded as he waved him away. “She has been healed by Lord Evan. Go tell the cooks to prepare an early dinner.” 

    “Of course, sir,” Mellior replied with a nod of his head before he flipped his fin and zoomed past us toward the kitchen. 

    “Where would you like to sit, my dear?” Helmi asked Linnea. “The front room? The dining hall? Your bedroom?” 

    “We eat in the dining hall, of course,” Linnea giggled. “You have enforced that rule since I was a child.” 

    “These are uncertain circumstances,” the duchess replied with a waggle of her finger. “You might want to take advantage.” 

    “Then the front room will be fine,” the mermaid breathed. 

    We veered toward the sitting room and carefully placed Linnea on the two-cushioned couch, which quickly sucked her into its enchantment, and she relaxed on the arm of the seat with a sigh. 

    “Thank you,” Phineas murmured after we laid her down. “I don’t know how you did it, but I’m in your debt.” 

    “No, you’re not,” I insisted. “I’m caring for my people. That’s what I want to do. I don’t expect anything in return except your respect. Will that work?” 

    “Of course, my lord,” the duke replied with a bow. 

    “I think we’d rather owe you a favor,” Helmi muttered as she pressed her hand to Linnea’s forehead. 

    “Lord Evan has been more than kind,” Phineas reminded her. “The least we can do is respect the work he and the princess have done here.” 

    “And swear our undying loyalty to the king?” the duchess chuckled. “I assume that’s the next part?” 

    “That would be nice.” I smirked. “But if I have your respect, I’ll soon have your allegiance. You’ll see that I only have the best for Rahma in mind.” 

    “Perhaps,” Helmi mused and turned her attention back to Linnea. 

    Silence fell over the room as the staff entered with platters of fish and set them on the enchanted table, and the aroma of herbs and spices filled the room as the servants handed each of us our forks. 

    I guess it didn’t really matter where we ate since they didn’t use plates. 

    Helmi snatched Linnea’s fork and stabbed a bite of fish to put into the younger mermaid’s mouth. 

    “Oh, goddess, I can eat for myself, Helmi,” Linnea insisted as she pushed herself up on the couch and grabbed the fork. “I’m tired, not disabled.” 

    “I just want to help.” The duchess frowned as Linnea took the bite. “You never used to mind when I helped you.” 

    “I’m no longer a child, dear Helmi,” the mermaid replied with a smile. 

    “I guess not,” Helmi huffed and took a bite from her own fork. 

    “So, are you all related or…?” I trailed off as I tried to understand the dynamic of the merpeople. 

    “Not exactly,” the duchess answered with another sigh. 

    “Linnea’s father and I grew up together, much like brothers,” Phineas explained. “He and his wife perished when the first wave of miasma hit the waters, after the Breach was already opened.” 

    “The duke and his wife were kind enough to take me in, despite my being a petulant, angry child,” Linnea continued and smiled fondly. “I moved into the palace, and they have raised me as their own ever since.” 

    “You were only angry at your loss,” Helmi chided her. “You were no burden on us. We’ve always loved having you with us.” 

    “I was angry, too,” Phineas added. “I’ve never understood how the miasma got down here, especially now that I know the rift wasn’t here yet. Perhaps there are other rifts?” 

    “If they had been open this long, the demons would have surely escaped,” Alyona pointed out. “Your city would be decimated. Are you certain her parents were killed by miasma?” 

    “That’s what we were told, right, Helmi?” the duke asked as he turned to his wife. “That merman told us that.” 

    “Ah, yes, he, uh, did,” Helmi replied in a halting voice. 

    “What merman?” I prodded. 

    “Some fellow who came here after the Breach,” Phineas answered with a wave of his hand. “I don’t even recall his name.” 

    “Did he have black scales?” I asked as an idea formed in my head. “Bald? Looks kind of old and thin?” 

    Surely, you don’t think… Miraya trailed off as she realized the connection I’d made. 

    “That sounds exactly like him.” Phineas’ eyes widened in surprise. “How did you know that? It was long before you arrived.” 

    “Because that was the Fisherman,” I muttered. 

    “What?” Ravi gasped. 

    “The one who opened the portal?” Naomi asked. 

    “That’s the guy,” I replied. “He’s the one mentioned in the letters, too. He was going to help Kyro challenge the king.” 

    “Challenge the king?” Phineas repeated as his face paled. “For the throne?” 

    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “He and some other guy we haven’t found yet are part of the Green Glass Sect.” 

    “That bastard has been living in our city for years!” the duke thundered, and a rage filled his eyes with fiery hate. “He shall be punished!” 

    “My love, we should at least talk to him,” Helmi cut in. “What if this is a misunderstanding?” 

    “For all we know, he’s the one who killed Tobias and Melania!” Phineas bellowed. “He said he found them, and we gave him a home for his kindness!” 

    The sandstone walls seemed to rattle with the duke’s words as his fury filled the room. 

    “Do you know where he lives?” I asked and clenched my fists at the thought of finding the Fisherman again. “We can help you get him.” 

    “I’m not sure,” the duke huffed and scowled. “Our staff helped him find housing, and we didn’t see him again after that.” 

    “Not even once?” I directed my question to Helmi, who had been staring at her fork for the last three minutes. 

    “No,” Phineas replied. “I’d forgotten he even existed until you described him. I could rip him to pieces.” 

    The duke’s hands opened and closed into fists as he stared out the window toward Pullis. His anger was nearly palpable, and I wondered what he would do if it turned out Helmi was involved with the Sect. 

    “We should wait until morning,” Alyona suggested. “Right now, Linnea needs her rest, and we’ve already had one battle with the Fisherman today. Once it gets dark, he could easily escape if he knows we’re already looking for him.” 

    “Yes, I suppose that’s true,” Phineas grumbled before he slammed his fist against the table. “But at morning light, that bastard will be mine. And he will die for his crimes.” 

    “You really think he killed my parents?” Linnea whispered, and her lower lip trembled. 

    “I don’t know, my dear,” the duke murmured and rubbed his thumb across her hand. “But I will certainly find out, and if he did, I will kill him myself.” 

    Linnea nodded in agreement, and Helmi turned away from the group with a sigh. 

    “So, let’s get some sleep,” I suggested to fill the awkward silence that followed. “In the morning, we’ll split into groups like we did before.” 

    “I’ll find out which house was assigned to him,” Phineas decided. “We can start there.” 

    “Good idea,” I agreed. “If he’s back home, it will be easy. If not, at least this time, we know who we’re searching for.” 

    “A merman who hurts other merpeople,” the duke grunted. “He’s a disgrace to all our kind.” 

    “I completely understand that,” I said. “As far as I’m concerned, the dragons before me were a disgrace to our kind as well. We should have been known as the guardians of cities, not destroyers. It disgusts me.” 

    “You don’t desire gold and treasure?” Phineas wondered as he cocked his head. 

    “Oh, I do,” I chuckled. “But I don’t take it from people unless they deserve it. I’ve acquired my gold when I deserve it, not when I hurt someone to take it.” 

    “Admirable.” The duke nodded and glanced over at his wife. “Wouldn’t you say, Helmi?” 

    “Mmmhm,” she murmured as she set her fork down on the table. “Very.” 

    “Thanks.” I smirked. “So, I take it we’re welcome to stay a second night?” 

    “Ahhh, yes, of course,” Phineas laughed. “You’ve more than earned your beds here.” 

    “Thank you, Your Grace,” Alyona said and bowed. “We appreciate your kindness.” 

    “And I appreciate yours,” he replied with a bow of his own. “You could have easily killed Linnea to keep her from harming your woman. It speaks to your character that you chose to heal her instead.” 

    “She is not the first, nor will she be the last to be poisoned by the miasma and sent after me,” the princess responded and smiled. “We cannot focus our anger on the victims of this wretched poison.” 

    “Yeah, we just focus on the Green Glass Sect,” Aaliyah agreed and flashed her long canines. 

    “And we’ll take them out soon,” Ravi vowed, and the phoenix’s blue eyes flashed with uncharacteristic rage. 

    With that, the duke rose from his seat and offered his hands to Linnea and Helmi. He helped the two women rise from the couch, and he led them toward their chambers. 

    “I’m not really tired yet,” Naomi murmured to Alyona. “Want to read some more of the new books?” 

    “Absolutely!” the princess replied with a grin. “Ravi, do you want to come, too?” 

    “Of course!” Ravi giggled. 

    “Are the books really that interesting?” Laika asked, and her gray ears twitched with uncertainty. 

    “Oh, they are,” Alyona assured her. “You can join us if you’d like.” 

    “I’d rather practice fighting,” Trina giggled. 

    “Yeah, we read enough books in school,” Marina said and scrunched up her face. 

    “You barely read those,” Polina scolded her with a mischievous grin. 

    Perhaps they could teach me a bit about fighting, Miraya nearly whispered. 

    “You want to learn how to fight?” I asked in surprise. 

    “Miraya does?” Alyona’s violet eyes were wide. “What for?” 

    Before I could respond, Miraya flashed from my spiritual sea to the real sea in front of us. 

    “Sometimes I feel useless in battle,” the spirit confessed as she dropped her eyes to the floor. “If Lord Evan doesn’t use the sword, I do nothing to help. I want to keep our family safe, too.” 

    “Okay, let’s do it,” Laika declared and rose from her chair. “I’ll teach you anything you want to know.” 

    “I’ll help as well,” Nike offered, and he patted the hilt of the Sword of Light. “It sounds like Aine is interested in this lesson, too.” 

    “I’m going to go into my air station for a while,” I announced. “I feel like I can’t relax even though my body is exhausted.” 

    “I’ll be up there in a while,” Alyona said and pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I’m very curious about these lessons.” 

    “Be careful,” I murmured against her hair. “I’ll be right upstairs if you need me.” 

    “Always,” she whispered and paddled after the others. 

    I swam by myself up the stairs to the room where I’d slept last night. Well, I’d slept until Rebecca showed up in all her naked glory, and my cock pressed against the seam of my trousers as I remembered waking up to her smooth bronze skin floating above me. 

    “Fuck,” I mumbled to myself. 

    Now, I was horny, and all of my women were outside in the waning light while I felt like I could barely hold myself up. It seemed like the water was weighing down every limb, and I wasn’t sure if I’d slept like shit or if I just couldn’t get used to being underwater for so long. 

    I paddled into the room and over to the air station. It looked like a stand-up shower, though there was only one knob and a tube that traveled down the wall and stuck out a few inches at the floor. The cylinder was about four feet across and made of glass, but I felt like I should have a curtain or something. 

    I had no idea what I was doing, but I pulled the door open and swam inside. Then I hovered in the middle of the tube for a moment as I examined the handle. 

    “Right-tighty, lefty-loosey,” I muttered as I closed the stall door behind me. “I think.” 

    I turned the handle to the left, and a loud sucking sound filled the tube before water slurped out of the hole at the bottom. It sounded like a tub draining, and soon, the water level lowered until my head poked out into the air as I took a gasping breath. 

    “Yessss,” I groaned as the water continued to drop until I was standing inside the pod with only my soaked clothes clinging to my body. 

    I peeled my clothes away and left them in a sopping pile on the floor of the air station. Then I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the wall of the tube as I breathed in air and allowed my muscles to relax and repair while my automatic healing kicked in. 

    After I stood there for about ten more minutes, I started to drift off. Then something fluttered past my eyelids, and I looked up to see a familiar face hovering in my room. 

    “Linnea?” I cocked my head to the side at the sight of the mermaid in the room before me. “What are you doing here?” 

    “I came to thank you,” the mermaid replied, and she swam closer to the tube and looked down at my naked body. “A real thank you.” 

    My blood rushed south as I took in Linnea’s hooded eyes and tongue flitting across her plump lips. 

    “How do I get out of this thing?” I growled and tugged at the handle. 

    Then the suction released, and water from the room poured into the tube and carried Linnea with it. I caught her in my arms as the water flowed into the air station, and her piercing blue eyes were lit up with desire. 

    I pulled her against me and kissed her as the water continued to flow until the tube was full. I felt my cock graze her pearly scales, and the sensation sent tingles down my spine. 

    “Wait,” I murmured and pulled back for a second. “How do we, ah, do this?” 

    I gestured to her tail, which, as far as I could tell, covered the main area I was hoping to penetrate with my cock. 

    “There are ways,” Linnea giggled. “But first, let me pleasure you.” 

    Before I could respond, the mermaid dipped down and took my cock in her hands. 

    “Ohhhh,” I groaned as she stroked the shaft back and forth with her smooth palm. 

    Linnea smirked, leaned forward, and put the tip into her mouth. She flicked her tongue across my sensitive head, and spasms of pleasure licked across my skin and left goosebumps across my torso. Then she tightened her lips around my arousal and thrust her head back and forth while I twisted her white hair through my fingers. 

    The mermaid sucked and licked every inch of my hard shaft, and I gripped her hair even tighter as she pumped back and forth. I reached down and ripped the thin fabric that held her breasts, and as the water ran over her tits, she groaned against my cock. The vibrations along with her perfect caramel breasts sent me over the edge. 

    “Fuuuuuck,” I growled as I emptied my load into her throat. 

    My hot seed poured into her mouth like a dam had broken, and she slurped and sucked every last drop from my thick arousal like she was guzzling a milkshake on a hot summer day. 

    “Mmmm,” she murmured as she licked her lips and rose toward my face. “I hope you felt my gratitude.” 

    “I could feel a little more,” I said in a raspy voice as I took her face in my hands and kissed her again. 

    I shoved my tongue between her lips as one of my hands drifted down to her round tit. I rubbed my thumb across her nipple, and she groaned against my mouth as her body shivered with pleasure. Then I left a trail of kisses down her jaw and throat to her breast, and I took her hard nipple into my mouth and rolled it between my tongue and my teeth. 

    “Oh, goddess!” she squealed as she grabbed my head and pushed me closer to her chest. 

    I growled and suckled on her tit while I reached over and played with the other one. I really wanted to let my hand go even further down, but I wasn’t sure where to go with it, so I settled for reaching around and grabbing her ass. The scales of her fin were surprisingly soft as I ran my hand down to cup her round cheeks, and she squealed again as she pressed her body against mine. 

    “I know they said we can’t make a baby, but can I at least fuck you?” I murmured. 

    “Well, I’ve never actually tried it with anyone besides a merman, but we just press our bodies together like this,” she replied in a hoarse voice and pulled my hips closer to hers. “Then the rest happens naturally.” 

    As my cock rubbed against her scales, I could feel the warmth of her desire for me, and I grinded my hips against her. 

    I felt like I might end up with blue balls when suddenly, it was like the gates opened. My dick slid into a perfectly sized slit in her fin, and her hot core surrounded my cock like a heatwave. 

    “Ohhhh, gods,” I groaned as I slid deep into her warm, wet pussy. 

    My hips gyrated back and forth as I slipped up and down her slick tunnel, and Linnea threw her head back and moaned with every movement. Her arms snaked around my shoulders to my back, and she dug her nails into my skin as she shuddered with pleasure. 

    “Yes, Lord Evan!” she moaned. “Fill me with your seed! I need all of it!” 

    “Fuck, yes!” I grunted, and I pumped even harder into the mermaid’s narrow slit. 

    Her scales rubbed my abs and thighs, and every thrust sent intense waves of electricity through my veins. I gripped her ass even harder as she shimmied against me, and then I felt her walls tighten around me. 

    “Ohhhh, goddessssss,” Linnea shrieked, and it was like the dam broke open. 

    Waves of her sweet juices poured over my cock, and she gripped my back so hard, I could feel her nails pierce my skin. Her body quivered and shook as her orgasm racked through her, and I thrust my hips through her tightened canal as she quaked. 

    “Gods, you feel so good,” I murmured when she took a raspy breath. 

    “What was that?” she asked and stared into my eyes with confusion. 

    “What was what?” My mind raced as I replayed her orgasm in my head. 

    “I felt like I was on the highest mountain of pure pleasure,” she whispered. “Is that normal?” 

    “You’ve never had an orgasm before?” I asked and raised an eyebrow. “The mermen don’t do that to you?” 

    “I guess not,” she giggled. “If that’s what it’s supposed to feel like, I’ll just keep having sex with you.” 

    “Well, who would I be to deny the duke’s ward?” I chuckled and guided her out of the air station toward the bed. 

    Then I pumped into her again and again for the rest of the night until her slit was dripping with my seed. 
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    When I awoke the next morning, I was in my bed alone. I sat up and looked around the room, but Linnea was nowhere to be found. 

    Was last night a dream? 

    I’d had some pretty intense dreams before, but that one would have been a whole new experience. The scales, the water, her warm pussy… 

    I glanced over at the air station, and I saw her blue top floating around the tube. 

    Okay, so, not a dream, but where did she go? 

    I pulled myself up from the bed and looked around for my clothes, and I noticed a fresh tunic and trousers were laying on the dresser with a rock holding them down. I picked up the rock, grabbed the clothes, and caught a piece of parchment as it floated up from the dresser, and the words were scrawled in loopy handwriting that nearly filled the page. 

    Thank you again. 

    I chuckled at Linnea’s note as I pulled my clothes on and kicked my way out the door into the hall. One of the other doors was already open, but the rest of my companions seemed to still be asleep. Considering the duke wanted to be on the hunt bright and early, though, I figured I’d better wake everyone up. He was determined to catch the Fisherman today, and none of us would be the ones to slow him down. 

    I swam down the hall and knocked on each of the doors. 

    “Time to get up!” I called out as the doors began to open. 

    “Whyyyyy?” Trina groaned as she slumped against the threshold to her room. “It’s so early.” 

    “We have a hunt today.” I grinned. “Chop, chop.” 

    “Oooh, yes, a hunt!” Aaliyah growled as she breezed out of her room while she tied the belt of her robe around her narrow waist. “Let’s do it!” 

    I caught a glimpse of her bronze, toned body before she finished closing her robe, and a growl escaped my lips before I shook my head to focus on the day. 

    “Ah, let’s eat,” I rumbled and adjusted my pants with a sigh. 

    I turned and headed for the stairs as the rest of the doors started to open behind me. I paddled downstairs toward the dining hall and found Linnea sitting at the table with Phineas and Helmi, and she looked up at me and waggled her eyebrows as I made my way to the table. 

    “Good morning, Lord Evan,” Linnea said in an overly sweet voice. 

    “Good morning,” I replied with raised eyebrows. “How are you feeling?” 

    “Much better today,” she answered as she covered her smile with a dainty hand. “Thank you, ah, for asking.” 

    “Of course.” I took a dramatic bow before I paddled over to the table and sat down. 

    She clearly didn’t want the duke and duchess to know that I’d fucked her brains out and filled her up half a dozen times with my cum, but I didn’t mind our fun little secret. 

    “Ah, are your people ready for the search today?” Phineas asked after he glanced back and forth between Linnea and me. 

    “Yeah, they’re just getting dressed,” I confirmed as Aaliyah and Rebecca glided into the room. “There’s the first-round right there, my hunting ladies.” 

    “You hunt?” Phineas asked them in surprise and then glanced at me. “And you allow this?” 

    “Of course,” Aaliyah purred and showed off her elongated claws. “The lionesses are the queens of the savanna. We catch all the food for our pride.” 

    “And I spent many years fending for myself,” Rebecca added. “So, I learned how to hunt a long time ago.” 

    “Interesting,” Helmi murmured as she scrunched her nose up. “I believe queens should sit on the throne for her people to adore her.” 

    “A true queen does whatever is necessary for the good of her people,” Ravi chirped as she fluttered into the room with Alyona and Miraya right behind her. 

    “The throne is merely a place to take a breath,” Alyona chimed in with a smile. 

    “And I have the best women by my side for hunting, breathing, and every other activity,” I added with a wink. 

    “We love all the activities,” Polina giggled as she licked her lips in an overexaggerated fashion, and her sisters twittered along behind her before they sat down in the enchanted chairs. 

    “Oh!” Helmi gasped and put a hand to her chest. 

    “It seems the landwalking women are more brazen than you’re used to,” Phineas chuckled. “Your sisters would fit right in.” 

    “Indeed,” the duchess scoffed. “I told them to give us some space while we figure out what to do about this Fisherman character. I don’t want them getting involved or… being a distraction.” 

    The mermaid leader glared at me like a disapproving teacher, and I offered her a Cheshire cat grin in return. I wouldn’t mind the mermaid sisters’ distractions, and I wondered what the duchess would think if she knew about my wild night with Linnea.  

    The mermaids were certainly an interesting bunch of ladies. 

    “Do any of your guards have experience fighting a mage?” I directed the conversation back to the search. 

    “Fighting, not exactly,” Phineas murmured. “But I have a few who can wield water magic.” 

    “We should put one of them into every group,” Nike suggested, and I looked up to see the noble enter the room behind Laika and Naomi. “That would give each group a helping hand until the rest of us can join them.” 

    “I agree.” I nodded. “We can’t leave any groups without some kind of magic. The Fisherman is powerful, and he won’t hesitate to use his magic against everyone else.” 

    “Okay, I’ll round them up,” Phineas agreed as he paddled toward the front door. 

    Just then, the staff entered the dining room with large bowls, and I craned my neck to see what was inside. 

    “I told them to try something new,” Linnea giggled. “I’m sure you were all tired of fish.” 

    “Thank the gods,” Aaliyah growled and looked for her fork with an excited grin. “So, what is it?” 

    “Fried octopus legs with seaweed wrap,” the mermaid replied with a grin. 

    “Ahh, great,” the lioness grumbled as she pulled one of the long legs from the bowl and took a bite, but then she looked up in surprise. “Actually, yeah, pretty great.” 

    “Really?” Ravi asked and grabbed a leg of her own. 

    Everyone chowed down on the octopus legs with matching looks of surprised pleasure, so I decided to give it a shot. 

    I bit through the soft seaweed and the crunchy shell to the tender meat inside. I’d imagined the octopus to be slimy, but it had the consistency of chicken, and the flavor was like nothing I’d ever tasted before. The meat practically melted on my tongue, and I savored the mixture of saltwater, herbs, and spices in the crunchy fried shell. 

    “Wow,” I finally said when I swallowed the bite. “Surprisingly delicious.” 

    “Told ya,” Linnea replied with a wink. “It’s always good to try new things, right?” 

    “Absolutely,” I chuckled. 

    We finished the meal as Phineas swam back into the dining hall. 

    “Okay, I have six of our magical guards and twelve non-magical guards on standby outside,” he announced. “I also have a few options for where the Fisherman could be hiding, if he isn’t at home.” 

    “Let’s see them,” I replied. 

    Phineas nodded and rolled a map out on the table where we could see it. Then he pointed to five locations on the parchment, each near the edge of the city on the north, south, and west ends. 

    “These are older buildings that aren’t used anymore and that we never checked in our first search,” the duke explained. “I wouldn’t be surprised if no one has been out there in years.” 

    “Which would make them great hiding places for someone who wants to be in town but not seen,” I murmured. 

    “What are you going to do once you find him?” Helmi asked in a worried tone. 

    “First, we need to capture him,” I answered before the duke could. “We need to know what he knows about the Sect and their plans here. Then he’s subject to the laws of your city.” 

    “Perfect.” A grin stretched across Phineas’ cocoa-colored face. “I say we split into three groups. This building on the west side of Pullis is large and will take a while to search, but these other four are small enough that each group could search both.” 

    “Works for me,” I agreed with a shrug. “You know the city much better than we do. Nike, go ahead and divvy us up.” 

    My fellow noble nodded and divided us into groups. The dryads and Ravi headed for the west end of the city with several guards, while Rebecca, Aaliyah, Naomi, and Nike set off for the north buildings. Alyona, Miraya, Laika, and I joined the duke’s group and a couple guards, and we prepared to head south. 

    “I’ll stay here with Linnea,” the duchess offered. “And I’ll make sure my sisters don’t try to go joining any battles.” 

    “Good idea,” Phineas chuckled. “We’ll be back soon enough.” 

    “Be careful,” she murmured as he kissed the top of her head. 

    Phineas nodded, and he turned to usher everyone out the door. “Let’s go get this bastard.” 

    I couldn’t agree more, and we swam outside to split off into our various directions. 

    As we paddled south, I noticed one of the guards creating water orbs in his palms and popping them, like he had to keep his hands busy. His hair was the color of a yellow highlighter, and it was twisted into several braids that fell halfway down his back. The bright color contrasted deeply with his dark chocolate skin, and his face was twisted into an anxious grimace. 

    “So, you’re the water magic merman for our group, huh?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “Uh, yeah,” he replied and twisted one of the braids of his bright yellow hair around his finger. “I’m a ball of nerves today. I’m not sure why. I mean, I don’t really do all the guard stuff anymore, but I’ve never minded it. I’m just anxious, I suppose.” 

    “You’re probably preparing for fatherhood, Theo,” Phineas offered with a laugh and patted him on the shoulder. “The day is coming soon, right?” 

    “Yeah, a couple weeks,” the guard replied. 

    “Oh, are you Anja’s husband?” Alyona wondered. 

    “You met Anja?” Theo’s eyes widened in surprise, and then worry flitted over his dark features. “She didn’t come into the water, did she?” 

    “No, we met her at the tower,” the princess answered quickly. “She was very kind to us.” 

    “I’m sure it helped that Lord Evan saved her from a wraith,” Laika pointed out with a smirk. 

    “A wraith?” Theo gasped and looked ready to faint. “I thought she was safe inside the tower!” 

    “Well, the wraith tricked her into coming down the beach,” I explained. “It took the form of a child, and she was trying to help him. Anyway, it’s all good now, don’t worry. She’s safe, the baby’s safe, and she helped us get in touch with Helmi, so we could come down here.” 

    “Goddess, I hate being so far away from her,” Theo groaned. “Being one of the magical people here makes it so hard to get away from work. It seems like there’s always something I’m needed for, and who am I to turn down the entire city to go sit with my wife?” 

    Well, great, now I felt better about this guy. He was clearly distraught about leaving Anja on land by herself and not a deadbeat dad at all.  

    “She’s a pretty tough cookie,” I assured him. “Plus, she has Galloway up there to keep her safe. He’s kind of a prick, but he knows what he’s doing.” 

    “Yeah, you’re probably right,” he murmured. “Just a few more days, and then I’ll be up there with her.” 

    “At least yours is almost here,” I chuckled as I thought about how much longer it would be until Mona gave birth. “I have an egg that refuses to hatch and a centaur-dragon baby that still has a few more months to bake.” 

    “Centaur-dragon?” Theo’s face paled with shock. “You were able to mate with a centaur?” 

    “Yeah,” I replied with a shrug. “It’s a girl.” 

    “And you know the sex?” the merman gasped. “My wife hates my magic. She won’t let me use it for anything with the baby, even though it would tell us what we are having.” 

    “Well, we kind of planned for a girl,” I explained. “With magic, of course, but yeah, Anja didn’t seem too thrilled about any magic when we talked to her, either.” 

    “And this whole Fisherman nonsense won’t make it any easier,” Theo sighed and put his hand to his forehead. “She’ll hate it even more.” 

    “Unless your child is born with magic,” Alyona pointed out. “She may not harbor negative feelings, then.” 

    “That’s a possibility?” the merman asked, and a smile lit up his face. 

    “Yes, of course,” the princess answered. “Some of your magic can carry over to your child in your blood.” 

    “There’s hope,” he chuckled and formed another water orb in his hands. 

    It seemed the merpeople didn’t know very much about their magic, and I wondered if Alyona had any books that would help them learn more about how to control it. They needed every chance they could get to defend themselves, especially since they’d become targets of the Green Glass Sect. I made a mental note to mention it to her later, and I chuckled to myself at the idea of the princess giving up one of her precious books. I had no doubt she would do it for a good cause, but she was also very attached to them. 

    A few minutes later, we arrived at the first building, which looked to be a deserted clinic of some sort. It had a faded sign above the door that was hanging by a thread, and I could see a desk and chairs for a waiting room inside the window. A handful of medical tools were spread out behind the desk, though it all looked untouched for quite some time. 

    “It should be open,” Phineas murmured as he twisted the knob. 

    The door opened easily, though a loud creak echoed around the first room, and we followed the duke inside to see a wide room with two long hallways off the back wall with multiple doors on either side. 

    “We’ll take the left, you take the right,” I said quietly to the duke. 

    He nodded in agreement, and we split down each hall. I threw open each door to find empty, algae-filled rooms. It seemed algae was the underwater version of dust, and it grew in lush patches all over the walls and tables inside. Not even a fish fluttered in any of the open spaces, and we reached the end of the hall where another hall jutted across to meet up with the duke and his guards. 

    “Nothing?” Phineas grunted. 

    “Nothing,” I agreed with a frown. “Next place?” 

    “Let’s go,” he muttered. 

    The duke really wanted to find the Fisherman, and I didn’t blame him. If it turned out the guy killed his best friend, I didn’t mind letting him slaughter the mage. I only wanted the information first, then Phineas could do whatever he wanted to the slimy bastard. 

    We swam back down the hallway to the waiting area and out the front door. Then we followed the duke for a few blocks of silence until we reached what appeared to be an old warehouse, and the building stood about two stories tall with shuttered windows on each level. 

    I tried to peek in between the slats of wood, but there was no light inside to see anything. 

    Phineas swam forward and pushed down on the handle, but the door stayed closed. He frowned and then kicked his fin to plow shoulder-first into the door. It burst open with a loud pop, and we scurried inside just as someone rushed away from the door. 

    “There!” I called out and conjured a fireball to light the room. 

    As soon as the flames rose in my palm, I could see the Fisherman’s black fin paddling hard in the water to escape. Then he glanced over his shoulder and murmured a few words. 

    Suddenly, a current took hold underneath us and sent us all spinning and flipping around in the water. The mermen caught their balance quickly and started after the Fisherman again, while the rest of us had to grab on to the various machinery in the old factory. 

    Once my companions and I reoriented ourselves, we rushed after the others in a whirlwind of water and fire. We dipped and dodged the orbs the Fisherman threw over his shoulder, but one of the water balls clipped a guard, and he fell to the side from the stunning blow. 

    I shot a layer of my web magic at the Fisherman’s tail, but the webbing moved so slowly in the water that it opened and drifted to the floor without doing any damage. 

    Shit. 

    I conjured a watery bow and arrow next, but it was hard to get a grip on the arrow and swim forward at the same time, so I had to reach him first. 

    We’d nearly caught the bastard when he raised his arm with his finger pointed outward, and I knew he was trying to open another portal. 

    “No!” I called out and launched a water dagger at his arm. 

    The blade sailed across the space between us and plunged into his forearm, and the Fisherman howled with pain as he clutched his arm to his chest. He turned and gave me a menacing glare before he mumbled another quick spell. 

    Then a powerful burst of water exploded against my chest, and it felt like a thousand tiny needles poked into my skin. The pokes felt more like leeches sucking the life out of me, and I took in a sharp breath as the Fisherman grinned and paddled up high above us. 

    What the fuck was this spell? 

    I shuddered through another breath and conjured a water ball before I launched it at the mage. As soon as the orb collided with his skinny form, the pinpricks slowed, but I could still feel them sucking away at my body. 

    Then Miraya seemed to appear out of nowhere as she sucker-punched the Fisherman, and as his face registered his surprise, the needling spell stopped completely. 

    It seemed her lessons with the rest of my warriors had done her some good. 

    “Wait!” Alyona called out as the mermen guards sent their spears flying through the water toward the Fisherman. 

    We didn’t want him to die just yet, so I pushed the spears off-course with a wave that sent the spears crashing into the wall, and Theo turned to look at me with shock on his face. 

    “We can’t kill him yet,” I told him. “Just knock him out or something.” 

    “Okay,” he agreed and conjured his own water magic. 

    Then he shoved his palms forward, and a wave of water crashed into the Fisherman and sent him tumbling backward until he hit the sandstone wall of the warehouse. 

    “Keep going!” I called out as I also sent a matching wave to slam into the Fisherman’s weakening body. 

    Theo and I took turns smashing the Fisherman with wave after wave of heavy water until he collapsed against the wall and floated in an unconscious heap of black scales and scrawny arms. 

    I grabbed a chair from behind one of the workstations and held it in front of the duke. 

    “I assume you don’t want to take him back to the castle,” I said to Phineas. 

    “No, the duchess doesn’t need to see any of this,” he murmured. 

    I nodded and looked at the chair in my hands for a long moment. 

    “Would you like me to enchant it?” Theo asked with a mischievous grin. 

    “If you wouldn’t mind.” I smirked as I held the chair out to him before I turned to the other guards. “Go to the other groups and tell them to come here.” 

    Theo whispered a few words, and the chair suddenly sunk down to the floor. Then two of the other guards grabbed the Fisherman’s arms, tugged him toward the chair, and headed for the door to bring the rest of my group here. 

    Alyona murmured a quiet spell, and white coils of her magic wrapped around his limp body and bound him to the chair. The merman’s wiry frame was held tightly to the wood, and the princess tapped her finger on her cheek before she twirled it around to send another magical rope around his tail. As soon as she squeezed his tail to the chair, the merman came to and tugged at his bindings. 

    “Nooo,” he groaned as he fell back limp. “I’m dead.” 

    “Not yet.” I smirked. “And if you’re worried about the Sect, I’ll help you with that.” 

    Miraya jumped into my spiritual sea in a flash, and I pulled the Sword of Hatra out from my belt. 

    “It’s on his back,” Laika announced from behind the merman. 

    “Ahh, that’s why I didn’t see it before,” I chuckled. “Clever, but it’ll be gone soon enough.” 

    “What are we talking about?” Phineas wondered. 

    “The tattoo that all the Sect members have,” I replied as I paddled behind the merman’s chair. “It’s made with cursed ink, so if they’re captured or start to tell their secrets, the Sage can kill them.” 

    I pressed the tip of the blade against the familiar green leaf tattooed on the Fisherman’s back, and Miraya’s power warmed the handle under my skin. Then we combined our magic to pull the cursed ink out of the merman’s skin, and the glowing green ink slowly disappeared to reveal a simple black tattoo. 

    “You have no idea what you’ve done,” he muttered as his head dropped to his chest. 

    “I’ve given you the opportunity to tell us what you know without dying a gruesome death by your leader,” I retorted. “Or you can die a gruesome death at our hands instead.” 

    “I’ve heard of your power, dragon,” the Fisherman said with a note of uncertainty. “I’m not scared of it.” 

    “You should be!” I bared my teeth. “If you don’t tell me what I want to know, you’ll very soon regret it.” 

    “And if you don’t answer my questions, I’ll throw you to the eels,” Phineas snarled. 

    “I’m dead either way,” the mage mumbled. “Why should I tell you anything?” 

    “It’s your choice.” I shrugged and grinned. “Just know, you’ll eventually tell me whether you want to or not. And I want to know why Kyro was coming to see you.” 

    “The bear?” he chuckled. “He was just a tool, nothing more.” 

    “Oh, I agree he was a tool,” I sneered. “But he was the Sect’s way into the kingdom, right? So, how did you play into that?” 

    “I have certain… abilities,” the merman replied and pursed his lips. “Didn’t you feel them?” 

    “That needle spell?” I wondered. “What was it?” 

    “Needles,” he laughed. “I have a specialty that few other mages have, which is why I was sent here.” 

    “What is your specialty?” I prodded, and I had to rein in my inner dragon as we both started to lose our patience with his beating around the bush. 

    “Half the merpeople don’t even know they have magic, so when I take it, they have no idea,” the Fisherman snorted. “Once I take it, I can give it to someone else.” 

    “Stealing magic from my people?” Phineas bellowed, and I held out a hand to slow his enraged approach to the bound merman. 

    “So, you were trying to take my magic?” I scoffed. “It didn’t even work.” 

    “Yes, you had more than I was expecting,” he muttered and averted his gaze with frustration. “If I’d been able to take it, you would be dead already.” 

    “Yeah, well, you aren’t taking shit from me,” I shot back. “And it wasn’t just me that took you down. Theo here knew exactly how to use his magic.” 

    I glanced over at the merman mage, who puffed out his chest with pride. 

    “He’s one of the few who knows what they can do,” the Fisherman said and rolled his eyes. “The rest are clueless.” 

    “Why do you hate your people so much?” Phineas demanded. “Merpeople have always stuck together, even when we’re from different tribes.” 

    “Because none of you have truly ever accepted me,” the Fisherman snarled. “I’ve never truly been part of a tribe until the Green Glass Sect found me.” 

    “That’s kind of what they do,” I snorted, and the Fisherman looked at me oddly. “You know, they find the person who feels like an outcast and bring them in. They teach you to be a traitor, but they don’t teach you how much better it is to have a family.” 

    “The Sect is my family,” he hissed and tugged at his bindings again. “And they’ll kill you for taking me like this!” 

    “No, they’ll try to kill me because I’m in their way,” I corrected him with a smirk. “They don’t give a shit about you.” 

    “You have no idea how much the Sage does for each of us,” he retorted and leaned back in his chair. “He’s the most brilliant magical mind of our time.” 

    “When he becomes wiser than the princess, then I might take that seriously,” I laughed. “So, what’s his next move for trying to kill her? Assassins? Another portal?” 

    “I don’t know,” he muttered. “All I know is he’s trying to capture her.” 

    “Capture?” I echoed and frowned. “I thought he wanted to kill her. That’s been his plan for months.” 

    “Plans change,” the Fisherman sneered. “You aren’t the only one who’s spoken to an Oracle, dragon.” 

    “So, she told him about Alyona’s destiny,” I murmured more to myself than to the merman. “And he thinks capturing her will be easier than trying to kill her?” 

    “The Sage has adjusted to her worth,” the merman retorted. “If she’s truly strong enough to close the Breach, then she’s also strong enough to finish opening it.” 

    “And why in the world would I want to help with that?” Alyona spat out, and her amethyst eyes flashed with rage. “The Breach has caused nothing but pain and suffering for my people. The last thing I want is to open it!” 

    “I’m sure with the right motivation, you’d do just about anything,” the Fisherman sighed. “If your future husband was taken hostage, would you open the Breach? Or one of your children?” 

    “Don’t you dare speak of my family,” Alyona growled, and the room shook as power coursed through her body like lightning. 

    Even the duke’s guards looked at each other with concern as the princess took long, even breaths to regain her composure. It seemed the Sect had already worked out a few avenues to try to get the princess to help them rather than continue to fight against them, but if they thought for a second she would open the Breach for them, they were even stupider than I originally thought. 

    The soul bridges could make any of your lovers do reprehensible things, Miraya said softly from my spiritual sea. 

    What do you mean? I wondered. 

    The bond of the soul bridge is extremely strong, she replied between halting breaths. If one of your lovers must choose between you and an unspeakable act, it will be more difficult than you realize. There is no way to know which one she would choose. 

    Well, damn. The soul bridges were badass ninety-nine percent of the time, but that could be a bad situation. 

    “Okay, just so we’re clear, you aren’t any more likely to take me hostage and use me as a bargaining chip than you are to just capture Alyona and turn her to the dark side,” I declared. “So, Olivier might as well come up with a whole new plan.” 

    “You speak his name?” the Fisherman gasped. 

    “Uh, yeah, he doesn’t scare me,” I snorted. “You think saying his name is scary or what?” 

    “It’s disrespectful once someone has earned a title, such as the Sage,” he snarled. “You should learn how to address royalty.” 

    “Royalty?” I repeated and laughed. “He should learn how to become royalty instead of trying to steal it with unwitting accomplices like Kyro. You know, that guy was a big, dumb asshat.” 

    “The person didn’t matter.” The Fisherman shook his head and rolled his eyes. “As long as the person we chose was on the throne, we could have done whatever we wanted with the Breach.” 

    “Like let out all the demons?” I snorted. “Great plan, by the way. Did anyone tell you they’re demons and probably wouldn’t actually do anything you told them to?” 

    “I’m sure--” the Fisherman began, but his voice was cut short as a burst of black and green magic burst through one of the boarded-up windows. 

    The wickedly colored orb passed over each of us and slammed into the merman with a thud. The force knocked his chair over backwards, and he let out a strangled cry and then laid still. 

    “What the fuck?” I grumbled and paddled closer. 

    The Fisherman was dead. 
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    “He’s dead?” Phineas hissed as we leaned over the merman’s body. “How?” 

    “I’m not sure,” I murmured and looked over my shoulder toward the window. “But I think we’ll have to get out there to find out.” 

    “Lord Evan!” I recognized Trina’s voice through the fresh hole in the window. “Are you alright?” 

    “We’re fine, but the Fisherman is dead!” I called out. “Someone just cast a spell through that window.” 

    The dryads cursed and muttered to each other for a moment before Marina popped her head into the hole. 

    “Ravi saw him!” she exclaimed. “We’re going after him!” 

    Then her head disappeared from sight as I growled in frustration. 

    “Hurry up, we can’t let them go after him alone!” I shouted as I kicked my way toward the door. 

    “Right behind you,” Phineas growled and flipped his fin to speed past me. 

    “Not anymore,” I grumbled as I paddled faster to catch up. 

    It wasn’t as easy to follow a trail through the water, but I caught the smoky campfire scent of Ravi’s hair and the dryads’ natural forest aroma and pointed down the road to our left where a row of houses stood. Then we breezed past a handful of startled merpeople who hovered near the road with various expressions of surprise. 

    “Your Grace, what’s going on?” one of them called out to the duke. 

    “No time!” he yelled back as we continued to follow the trail. 

    “Get inside!” I added and took long strokes through the water to keep up with the mermen. 

    The merpeople scattered in a frenzy and scurried into their homes without another word, and we rounded a corner to follow the trail further into the city. 

    Suddenly, Phineas and his men skidded to a halt at a T in the road. 

    “Ughh, which way?” the duke groaned as his head swiveled back and forth. 

    “This is why I need to be in front,” I hissed and homed in on the scent of my lovers before I pointed left. “This way.” 

    Phineas frowned with frustration and then followed close behind me toward the center of the city. The scent became stronger, and my skin tingled with excitement as we neared our prey. 

    Then I saw the dryads and Ravi hovering just on the edge of the market. The road was packed full of people, and they were nearly shoulder to shoulder as they made their way to the various shops and stands. 

    “Oh, hell,” the duke cursed. “It’s midday. Everyone is here for lunch. How are we ever going to find him?” 

    “He went into the crowd,” Ravi muttered. “We couldn’t see him at all anymore.” 

    “What did he look like?” I asked and kicked a little higher to search from above the crowd. 

    “He’s a merman,” Polina said dryly. 

    “Well, I think he’d stick out if he wasn’t,” Trina chided her. “He had a weird tail, though, like it was yellow but old.” 

    “Yeah, like mustard that’s been sitting out for a long time,” Marina agreed. “But he wore a black robe with a hood, so we never saw his face.” 

    “Who do you know with a rotten yellow tail?” I turned to Phineas, whose face looked completely bewildered. 

    “I have no idea,” he murmured. “We must check everywhere.” 

    “Okay, let’s start asking people,” I decided and floated closer to the crowd. 

    “Hey, you can’t just swim over everyone!” a merman yelled up at me and tapped my foot. “We all have to stay level. It’s the rules!” 

    “He’s with me,” Phineas boomed, and dozens of merpeople heads turned toward the sound of his voice. “We need to know where the hooded merman went.” 

    “The guy with the black hood?” one of the shopkeepers called out. 

    “Yes, he just came through here,” I confirmed. “Which way did he go?” 

    “That way,” the merman replied and pointed toward the castle. 

    “Helmi!” The duke’s voice turned frantic as he took off like a torpedo through the water. 

    The merman leader sailed over the crowd and then up above the rest of the buildings to take a straight shot toward the palace. 

    “Your Grace!” Theo called out as the rest of the mermen rushed to catch up with him. 

    “We need to find a fast swimming spell,” I muttered and kicked at the water to paddle after them. 

    We made it to the palace in record time, and the duke had already burst in the front door to look for his wife. 

    “What in the name of Rana are you doing?” Helmi shrieked as Phineas scooped her up into his arms. 

    “You’re alright,” he murmured. “Another mage killed the Fisherman and went this way. I was worried he’d come after you.” 

    “Me?” the duchess gasped. “Wait, what about my sisters? They’re here, too!” 

    “Okay, everyone chill out for a minute,” I demanded with my arms out wide. “I have a way to search the castle quickly, but if he’s not here, we have to keep moving.” 

    “Do what you must,” Phineas agreed. 

    I sent out a wave of my echolocation magic, a power I’d assimilated from the bats in Colaruma, and the sound wave left my body and cascaded through the water before it bounced back and projected an image in my mind’s eye of the castle. 

    “I see four merpeople in the kitchen,” I murmured. “And two more down the hall. Sound about right?” 

    “Yes, that would be the staff and my sisters,” Helmi sighed with relief. 

    “Great, now we need to get back on the mage’s trail before we lose him completely,” I ordered. “Let’s go.” 

    “I’m coming with you!” the duchess exclaimed. “I don’t want to be here without you with this maniac on the loose.” 

    “Yes, stay with me,” Phineas agreed and looped his fingers through hers. “I’ll leave the guards here to watch over your sisters.” 

    “Theo should continue with us,” I pointed out. “We could use his magical abilities.” 

    “Of course.” The duke nodded. “Now, let’s get him.” 

    We turned to swim back outside when I nearly ran into Aaliyah, Rebecca, and Naomi. 

    “What’s going on?” Rebecca asked. “The merpeople are freaking out all of a sudden.” 

    “Quick version, a mage killed the Fisherman, so we’re chasing him,” I answered and gestured toward the door. “I could use both of your hunting skills to find him. He has a good lead on us now.” 

    “Let’s go,” Aaliyah growled, and Rebecca nodded. “We’ll sniff him out.” 

    The two hunters paddled out into the courtyard and looked around before the lioness pointed to the left. 

    “Follow her,” I ordered the rest of the group. 

    I kept my eyes on Aaliyah’s long golden tail as she used it to propel herself faster through the water. I wasn’t paying any attention to where we were going, I just wanted to find the mage before anyone else got hurt. I could hear Phineas huffing with frustration as we continued on the trail before Rebecca glanced over at Aaliyah. 

    “It’s gone,” Rebecca sighed and clenched her clawed hands into fists. “The trail ends somewhere around here.” 

    I looked around us to find dozens of houses spread out over several blocks that butted up to the iron fence around the city. The sandstone houses all looked the same, and I growled with annoyance. 

    “Where the hell did he go?” I snarled. 

    “I don’t know, but check this out,” Naomi called out from the house on our right closest to the fence. 

    I paddled over with Alyona, the duke, and the duchess in tow as the lizard mage pointed to the lower part of the fence that was almost completely hidden by the house next to it. The iron bars were bent up, and the sand had been dug out to form a narrow hole. It was black as night inside, and I couldn’t tell what was down the hole. 

    I conjured a fireball and held it over the concealed hole. I could just make out a stone floor a few feet down, and it seemed the stones continued past where my light shone into some kind of secret tunnel. 

    “What the fuck is that?” I muttered as I pulled my head into the hole. 

    “Lord Evan!” Alyona gasped. “Be careful!” 

    “I’ve never seen this before,” Phineas grunted. “Where does it go?” 

    “We’re about to find out,” I said and glanced over my shoulder at Helmi. 

    The duchess had her lips pressed together into a thin line, and her cocoa skin had paled at our discovery, but she averted her gaze and pretended to examine the house that concealed the tunnel. 

    “Let’s do it,” Phineas agreed, and the duchess took in a sharp breath. 

    “But what if it’s a trap?” she asked and chewed on her bottom lip. “I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.” 

    “He has all of us,” Marina chirped. 

    “Yeah, we’d never let anything happen to the duke,” Polina agreed and balled her fists at her sides. 

    “Nor would I,” Theo declared and conjured a watery sword and shield in his hands. “I will ensure his safety.” 

    “Y-You have no idea who, ah, or what is down there,” Helmi insisted. “I cannot allow this.” 

    “You can stop your husband, but you can’t stop us,” I retorted. “We’re going to find out where this tunnel leads, with or without the duke.” 

    “Then perhaps I should stay here with Helmi, just in case the mage comes back this way,” Phineas decided. “I wouldn’t want to leave her alone again.” 

    “As you wish,” Alyona agreed before I could respond. 

    I cast a sideways look at the princess, and then I realized if we did find anything in this tunnel, it would be better to do it without the duchess hovering over us.  

    As usual, my fiancée knew what she was doing. 

    “When Nike and Laika catch up, tell them we’ll be up soon,” I said and grabbed the edge of the hole to pull myself down. “Let’s see what’s down here.” 

    Then it felt like gravity kicked in, and my feet were sucked to the stone floor. It was the same feeling I got when we sat in the enchanted chairs, and I realized someone had enchanted the tunnel the same way.  

    This was definitely going to lead us to something important. I could feel it. 

    A few seconds later, Alyona, Naomi, Miraya, Aaliyah, Rebecca, Ravi, and the dryads swam down the hole to meet me, and I could hear their feet land on the stone floor with the same magical pull. 

    “What a strange feeling,” Miraya observed as she lifted one foot and planted it back onto the stone. 

    “Like walking on land, but breathing water,” Ravi sighed. “Very strange.” 

    “I wonder if this is what it’s like to walk on the moon,” I mused as I took a slow step deeper into the tunnel. 

    “Why would anyone want to walk on the moon?” Rebecca asked with a twitch of her furry ears. 

    “Why wouldn’t you?” I chuckled. 

    The bear Demi-Human gave me a bewildered look, and I grinned as I turned to light up the tunnel with my fireball. 

    It seemed to go on for about a mile before I could hear some noise ahead of us. Feet scraped the stone floor, and hushed voices spoke in hurried tones. 

    I held my hand up to stop everyone and put my finger to my lips. Then I extinguished the fireball from my hand, and the rest of the tunnel lit up from the lights ahead. It sounded like a cavern waited at the end, and there were several people inside. 

    We crept forward until we reached the mouth of the cavern, and I peered around the open space. 

    At least a dozen people milled around the room or sat at tables chatting or reading books. Some were humans, some were various Demi-Humans, and one was a centaur man who towered above the others on his long, black legs. A handful of them stood in a corner practicing magic, and I watched sparks of green and black magic erupt from their fingers.  

    Nexus magic. 

    I looked back at my lovers who waited for my order, and I drew one finger across my throat in a universal signal. 

    The Green Glass Sect members had to die. 

    As I slowly drew the Sword of Hatra from my belt, Aaliyah and Rebecca flexed their clawed fingers, while Ravi conjured a pair of fiery daggers. Alyona and Naomi’s eyes flashed with anger, and Miraya and the dryads clenched their fists. My lovers were ready for a fight, and this time, they were going to get more than just corrupted fish. 

    “Now!” I bared my teeth in a feral grin and launched a fireball into the room. 

    “What the hell!” 

    “What’s going on?” 

    The intruders started to freak out and drew their weapons as the fiery orb crashed into a table of Sect members. A snake Demi-Human woman hissed and spat venom toward the mouth of the cave, but the water slowed her attack, and the dryads pushed the water away from us as we stormed inside. 

    I swung my sword in a wide arc that severed the heads of three assassins running toward me, and their heads tumbled from their bodies with slow, deliberate rolls. The water slowed our movements, and it was like watching an action scene in slow motion. 

    Then I turned to see Aaliyah leap over a table and plunge her claws into a human man’s chest, and Rebecca ripped her talons across the throat of the snake Demi-Human who had attacked first. 

    Blood soon filled the water in dark clouds of red and black, and I whipped my sword through the next two Sect members who attacked. Their bodies split in half and drifted to the ground, and I swung my blade over my head and spun to plunge it into the gut of a leopard Demi-Human. 

    “It… can’t be,” he choked out as blood dribbled over his lips. “You can’t be… real.” 

    “Real as it gets, motherfucker,” I thundered and planted my boot on his chest before I shoved his weakening body off my blade. 

    The Demi-Human fell backward as blood poured from his belly and clouded the water above him. 

    I took a step back and noticed three of the mages had started working together to conjure some kind of defense, so I called on my fire magic, and a blazing dagger appeared in my hand. Then I launched the dagger at the human mage closest to me just as the trio released a wave of black ooze. 

    My dagger planted in the man’s shoulder, and the magical flames engulfed his black robes with a vengeance before he cast a spell that doused the fire.  

    The ooze, however, continued to flood the cavern. 

    Naomi and Alyona mumbled quickly under their breaths, and their magic formed a gray smoky barrier that slid across the ground and pushed the black ooze back toward the mages. 

    “No!” one of them called out. 

    Alyona and Naomi continued to use their gray smoke to push the black ooze closer and closer to the trio, and they cowered against the wall of the cavern in fear. 

    “Trying to use palestra against us?” Alyona scoffed as she stalked behind the smoky wall toward the mages. “The weakest of the nexus spells?” 

    “Stop this!” one of the mages begged. “We’ll surrender!” 

    “We don’t need your surrender,” I sneered. “We need the death of all the Green Glass Sect!” 

    With that, my magical women shoved the smoky barrier the last few inches, and the palestra ooze covered the mages with its sticky black fingers. It reached into their noses, eyes, and ears as they shrieked for help. 

    Once the ooze and smoke dissipated, all three mages laid dead on the ground. Their eyes were solid black, and their lips and noses dripped with more of the palestra ooze. 

    Other Sect members looked over at the dead mages, and some of them began to grovel at our feet. 

    “Please, you don’t have to kill us!” one man pleaded. 

    “I’ve already learned I can’t trust a single one of you,” I growled. “You can all rot in hell with your demons.” 

    As if on cue, Miraya pressed her finger to the man’s forehead, and his eyes rolled back into his head before he crumpled to the ground. The others began to howl with fear and run around the cavern to escape, but the dryads used their water magic to wrap them up in bindings and held them in place. 

    Within minutes, the hidden cavern was littered with the bodies of dead Green Glass Sect members, and we stood in the middle of the room overlooking the damage. 

    “Well, I didn’t see that coming,” Aaliyah observed as she licked the blood from her claws. “Those Sect guys were chicken shits.” 

    “They were,” I agreed slowly. “And they had easy access to the city, but only a few were mages. Why were they here?” 

    “Maybe this will help,” Alyona replied and picked up a book from the floor where the mages had practiced. “It’s a spell book.” 

    “Or this,” Miraya added as she held up another book. “It looks like a journal of some sort.” 

    “Okay, let’s spread out and find everything we can,” I decided. “We need to know what these guys were up to, and who killed the Fisherman. I didn’t see anyone that powerful just now.” 

    “No, he wasn’t here,” Rebecca confirmed. “His scent was very faint, like he’d been here a while ago.” 

    “That confirms he’s part of the Sect,” I noted. “So, we definitely need to find him.” 

    We spread out around the cavern to search for information. There were journals to thumb through, spell books to skim, and various notes and letters crammed in between the pages. 

    After a while, Ravi held up a letter. 

    “Hey, check this out,” the phoenix said as she began to read. “‘N, Is H with us or a stop on my trail?’ It’s signed K, which I’m sure is Kyro, but what do you think that means?” 

    “It sounds like he’s asking if Helmi is actually in the Sect or just helping him get to the king,” I murmured. “Why wouldn’t he already know that?” 

    “Surely, the entire Sect doesn’t know all its members,” Alyona pointed out. “So far, there have been at least a hundred of them. And that’s a low estimate.” 

    “Yeah, that’s true,” I agreed with a nod. “What else is there?” 

    “That’s the only letter that mentions H,” Ravi mumbled and flipped through a few more pages. “This one asks when everything will be ready. It seems Kyro really was on the edge of all their plans.” 

    “Okay, so the journals are more likely to have some answers,” I replied. “Anything good in them?” 

    “Well, this mage is-- was-- relatively new to the Sect,” Naomi said and held up a journal. “He was a bandit before, but he was still learning about the Sect’s plans. Here, he says he doesn’t know how the Sage plans to control the demons, but his mentor told him to trust in his wisdom. How crazy is that?” 

    “Very,” I murmured. “How does Olivier talk people into blindly following him like that?” 

    “You said it before to the Fisherman,” Alyona pointed out. “I don’t think it’s really about Olivier. It’s more about the people he chooses to lead. They need someone to tell them what to do and make sense.” 

    “So, he picks sheep.” I frowned and rubbed my chin in thought. “Helmi doesn’t seem like a sheep.” 

    “It also doesn’t seem like she talks to Olivier,” Polina chimed in. 

    “Yeah, I don’t think he’s the one who talked her into joining,” Trina agreed with a nod. 

    “If she even joined,” Marina said. “Kyro didn’t know if she was in it or not, so maybe she was doing something different.” 

    “Either way, we’ve found several things that tie the events here to her.” I scowled. “We need to find out what all she knows.” 

    “Do you think she’ll admit to anything?” Alyona wondered. “She hasn’t been very forthcoming except for how much she dislikes you.” 

    “Yeah, but it won’t hurt to find out.” I slipped a stack of books into my spatial storage. “And we need to get information from her so we can find N.” 

    “Wait, look at this one,” Aaliyah called out. 

    The lioness held up another journal, but this one was fancier than the others. It had a leather-bound cover with a single eye embossed in the soft material, and the eye almost seemed to watch us as Aaliyah flipped to the page she’d been reading and pointed to the page. 

    It’s become exhausting to lead two lives. I’m getting to be an old man, and what do I have to show for it? A hidden friendship with a royal and a veiled religion based on a man who slays anyone who doesn’t follow him. Being in a sect is less invigorating than I’d imagined. I do not know how much longer I’ll continue to follow the Sage, but if I decide to leave, I must also be prepared to die. 

    The blocky handwriting matched what I’d seen in the letters to Kyro, and I knew immediately the journal belonged to N. But why had he left it behind? Or did he typically come down into the cavern? 

    “I guess N is tired of working for Olivier,” I observed. “But he knows if he quits the Sect, they’ll just kill him. And he’s probably right.” 

    “Yes, I can’t imagine Olivier allowing someone who knows about his plans to simply walk away unscathed,” Miraya agreed and frowned. “But he’s obviously still working for him, or he wouldn’t have killed the Fisherman for them.” 

    “Or he’s doing just enough work to survive,” Aaliyah suggested. “He said he’s getting old, so maybe they don’t expect as much from him. One kill here and there would be nothing to him.” 

    “Then we definitely need to find him before he has another one of his sporadic murders,” I grumbled. “Let’s take what we can and get out of here.” 

    Alyona dropped to her knees and began to dump volume after volume of spells into her spatial storage, and I thought about my idea from before. 

    “Are any of those about water magic?” I asked the princess. 

    “A few of them, yes,” she confirmed, but then she frowned. “I thought you wielded your water magic quite well, my lord. Did you want to learn more?” 

    “Not for me,” I chuckled. “I do know my magic, but the merpeople have no idea what they’re doing. You heard the Fisherman. He took magic from people who didn’t even know they had it and never missed it. They need to know how to access and control their magic, and, apparently, how to see if they have it.” 

    “I’ll find a few books for them to study.” A smile warmed Alyona’s creamy features, and I momentarily melted under the heat of her grin. 

    The princess was always ready to give to others, and it was one of the things I loved the most about her. My mind flashed to my conversation with Miraya, and I hoped the soul bridges hadn’t tainted Alyona’s natural desire to give and help others where I was concerned. The idea that she could choose me over helping the people of Rahma was bizarre, but it made sense given the circumstances. 

    We finished packing up all the books and headed back into the tunnel toward the city. We trudged along in near silence, and I wasn’t sure if it was due to our exhaustion or the slow motion of walking in water. 

    After what seemed like an hour, I could see the light from the city pouring down into the tunnel. It was dim, like the sun was already going down, and my stomach grumbled as I realized we’d missed lunch with all the excitement of the day. 

    As soon as I reached the pool of light in the tunnel, I jumped and paddled my way to the top of the hole and out into the water where the duke and duchess waited with Theo, Nike, and Laika. 

    “Thank the gods!” the wolf Demi-Human cried out and wrapped her arms around me. “You had me so worried!” 

    “We’re fine,” I chuckled and kissed the wolf between her furry gray ears. “I don’t think any of those guys would have stood a chance against us.” 

    “Guys?” Helmi echoed as her eyes widened into tiny saucers. 

    “Yeah, Green Glass Sect guys,” I confirmed. “Let’s get everyone back to the castle, and we’ll tell you what we found.” 

    “Of course, you must be hungry,” Phineas declared. “Theo, go ahead and let the kitchen know we’re on our way.” 

    “Yes, Your Grace,” Theo replied with a low bow before he took off toward the palace with a flick of his tail. 

    After several hugs were exchanged among my women, I waved for Phineas and Helmi to lead us to the castle. Everyone began the swim back, and I slowed enough to talk with Nike. 

    “Just figured you needed an update,” I chuckled as I gave him an account of everything that had happened since we divided into search parties this morning. 

    “Wow,” Nike breathed. “You’ve had a busy day. I just had to spend hours and hours searching an old dormitory. There were hundreds of rooms. Hundreds.” 

    “That’s a lot.” I scrunched up my face. “Glad I didn’t get that location to search. Unless you found something?” 

    “Maybe an old hideout,” he said with a shrug. “Nothing definite or exciting. I think you got all the exciting stuff.” 

    “I think we did, too,” I agreed and grinned. “But now, we have to find out exactly how Helmi is involved. It seems Kyro wasn’t sure she was actually part of the Sect, which would make sense, I suppose.” 

    “It would,” Nike mused and ran a hand through his jet-black hair. “When will you talk with her?” 

    “Over dinner, of course,” I laughed. 

    “Of course,” the noble chuckled. 

    A few minutes later, we arrived at the palace and followed the duke and duchess into the sitting area where Sanna, Eira, and Linnea lounged across the chairs and then perked up with curiosity as we swam inside. 

    “Well?” Eira asked and flicked her tail with anticipation. 

    “Long story or short?” I asked. 

    “Long, of course,” Linnea breathed, but the look in the mermaid’s eyes told me there were a few other long things she was interested in. 

    I took a deep breath to settle my raging hormones and relayed the day to the women. 

    “And then we found some journals and stuff we’re going to look through,” I finished. 

    “Journals?” Helmi asked and crossed her arms. “Whose journals? How do you know they’re real?” 

    “They match the handwriting from the letters we found in Atheson,” I explained. “Oddly enough, he talks quite a bit about someone he calls H.” 

    “He does?” Helmi gripped the edge of her chair so hard, I thought she might splinter the wood. 

    “Yep, and H was supposed to help Kyro travel to the Mihireti Mountains,” I continued as I stared directly at the duchess. “Does that sound like anything you knew about?” 

    “Wait, was that the diplomatic leader meeting you had planned for next week?” Phineas turned to stare at his wife. 

    “I’d received word a diplomat and his staff would be arriving here soon, yes,” Helmi explained carefully. “But he never confirmed, so I didn’t want to bother you with something so insignificant.” 

    “Visitors are not insignificant information,” the duke gently scolded her. “I want to know everything going on in our city, Helmi. You know that.” 

    “Of course, my love,” she murmured and dropped her eyes. “My apologies.” 

    “Who was the diplomat?” I prodded. “Did you catch a name?” 

    “Kevin, maybe?” she suggested with a shrug. “I don’t recall.” 

    Phineas seemed satisfied with her response, but I knew something else was up. Why would N care if Helmi was prepared for a guest other than Kyro?  

    I already knew that answer. He wouldn’t. 

    Before I could push further, the servants brought out trays of more fish, and I knew once we left the ocean, I was never touching another fish again. 

    Even though I knew we needed to find the mage, I could see very little light coming down to the ocean floor from above, so the sun must have nearly disappeared behind the horizon so the three moons of Inati could be visible in the sky. If we started a search now, we wouldn’t be able to see a damn thing within the hour. 

    “Lord Evan, you look wrapped up in your thoughts,” Sanna observed with a sly smile as she twisted a lock of her cotton candy hair around her finger. 

    “Yes, I think we could help you unwind,” Eira added and winked. “Or unwrap, whichever you prefer.” 

    “Girls!” Helmi scolded them. “Back to your chambers!” 

    “Fiiiiine,” Eira pouted and then turned to me. “The offer is still open.” 

    “Thanks,” I chuckled as the two linked arms and swished toward the hall that led to their chambers. 

    “I apologize for their forwardness,” Phineas murmured. “They’re really struggling with being the last two single sisters.” 

    “I’m sure it won’t last long,” I reassured him. “They’re beautiful women, though I don’t know if even I could handle both of them at once with all their energy. I’m drained.” 

    “Chasing crazy mages and saving people seem to be part of your regular day job,” Phineas observed. 

    “It’s really not that far-fetched,” I chuckled as I forked another bite of yellow fish into my mouth and chewed slowly before I finally laid the fork down on the table next to my tray. “That’s it, I’m stuffed.” 

    Most of the group agreed, and the dryads rushed upstairs to start an air station session before they went to bed. 

    “What can I do?” Naomi wondered. 

    “We can check out the new books,” Alyona offered. 

    “Yesssss,” Ravi hissed with excitement. 

    They began to gather around the princess as she pulled a few books out from her spatial storage and plopped them on the table with a loud smack. 

    “Okay, have fun with that,” I chuckled. “I’m hitting the hay. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

    “Good night, my love,” Alyona purred. “I’ll join you shortly.” 

    Before I could even turn around, the princess was nose-deep in another book, and I headed for my chambers to relax a while before I passed out. 

    I laid down on the bed and thought about how the duchess had essentially admitted to knowing Kyro was coming to Pullis, but she’d blamed a lack of communication and misinformation for not telling Phineas. Could it be that she was discovering most of the problems as we reached them? Was she really not as involved as she looked? But then I had to consider the Parla. The duchess’ most prized possession somehow ends up lost and then found on a pirate ship deadset on attacking us and stealing my treasure. 

    It all seemed a bit coincidental, but why would those pirates just happen to know there was a dragon right there by the Oracle’s cave? Could she have told them where we were? The cave really did have all the ingredients we needed, so that only helped her to claim she didn’t know. 

    The questions revolved around in my head, and I realized there was no way I was falling asleep this early. 

    Then I heard the castle creak with footsteps in the hallway outside my door. 
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    I rose from the bed and paddled soundlessly to the door. 

    Who could be walking? All the merpeople had fins, and all my lovers were reading the journals and books we’d found in the Green Glass Sect hideout. 

    I put my hand on the Sword of Healing before I yanked open the door to see Miraya as she paced the hall. Then I sighed, let go of the handle of my sword, and swam out into the hallway. 

    “What are you doing?” I wondered. “And, ah, how are you walking?” 

    “It’s a spirit thing, apparently,” she murmured as she continued to pace and didn’t look up at me. “I figured it out after we walked the enchanted tunnel. And I can’t go to sleep. I’m just… worried.” 

    “About what?” I asked as I hovered next to her and then put my hand on her shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go sit down.” 

    I led her back into my room and pulled myself onto the bed as she sat on it. I felt less weird sitting next to her than I did floating around her. 

    “I don’t know why I can’t stop thinking about them,” Miraya whispered as she started to absentmindedly fiddle with her snow-white hair. “I thought learning to fight or reading the journals would help, but nothing has.” 

    “The Iudices?” I prodded with a gentle smile. 

    “Yes, but not just them,” she replied and looked down at her hands in her lap. “I’ve been worried about my sisters. If the Iudices came after me, what if they go after my sisters, too?” 

    “Have you talked to Aine since the Iudices appeared?” I frowned at the thought of the douchebag judges showing up anywhere I couldn’t reach. 

    “Yes, Lord Nikolaus sent her to me the other night,” Miraya answered. “She said she’s never seen them, but she also follows all the rules. She is, ah, less willful than I’ve always been.” 

    “Are you saying you’re a bit rebellious?” I teased and pushed the spirit’s chin up to face me. “I would never have guessed.” 

    “Well, I don’t know any other spirits who have taken their charge as their lover,” she sighed as she offered a small smile. “You’ve taught me nearly as much as I’ve taught you, I think.” 

    “It’s good for all of us to grow,” I said. “Besides, you’re the reason we were able to form soul bridges, and the bond we all share now is incredible.” 

    “It is,” she agreed and rose to kiss me on the cheek. “I wonder if any of my sisters have done the same thing.” 

    “I’m sure it’s possible,” I replied with a shrug. 

    “Could we, ah…” Miraya trailed off and averted her gaze. 

    “What?” I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Just ask. You know I’ll do anything I can for you.” 

    “I was just thinking, perhaps, we could find them?” The spirit’s big blue eyes turned to gaze at me with a glimmer of hope in their depths. 

    “Your sisters?” I asked, and my eyebrows shot up with surprise. “The other Noble Swords?” 

    “Yes!” She nodded fervently. “Tira would be so happy to see me! Oh, and Brenna, well, she hasn’t always loved to talk to anyone, but surely she’s lonely by now. And Niamh, oh, you’ll like her!”  

    “Whoa, whoa, I don’t know if I’ll remember all of that,” I chuckled and held up my hands in surrender. “You’ll probably have to remind me once we get to looking for them.” 

    “I know we’re pretty busy at the moment, but maybe later…” Miraya said with her hands clasped in front of her. 

    “So, once the Breach is closed, you want to search Inati for the other ten swords?” I was still in a bit of shock at the huge task. 

    “If… if it’s not too much to ask,” Miraya whispered and looked down again. 

    “It’s not,” I replied and squeezed her hand again. “I promise, I’m just trying to wrap my head around searching the whole world. I don’t even know how big it is or where to start or what to look for.” 

    “Well, we only attach to those with a noble soul,” the spirit explained, and her voice took on an excited tone. “So, it wouldn’t be just anyone who holds one of my sisters’ swords.” 

    “Okay, that, ah, might narrow it down,” I chuckled. “So, we close the Breach, and then we go on a worldwide search. I like it. Maybe we won’t have people trying to kill us at every city.” 

    “I can’t promise that,” Miraya said in a hushed voice. “The Noble Swords are obviously rare, so there may be nobles who do not wish to let us see them. It will depend on the noble.” 

    “Well, we just have to roll with the punches, then,” I decided. “I look forward to it.” 

    “Eeeeeeee!” the spirit squealed and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Thank you, my lord! I was so worried you wouldn’t want to.” 

    “I told you I’d do anything I could for you,” I murmured into her hair. “I meant it. All you have to do is ask.” 

    “You are truly a special man, Lord Evan,” she whispered and pulled back to stare into my eyes. 

    “And you are a one-of-a-kind woman,” I replied in a husky voice before I grabbed her and pulled her to me to kiss her with a fiery passion. Then I showed her a few more new things. We floated above the bed, sunk down into the sheets, and pounded the frame into the wall with our intense lovemaking. 

    After a few hours, and a dozen or so climaxes, we flopped across the bed and gasped for our breaths. Within seconds, the spirit was snoring next to me, and I laid in the silence for a while as I thought about our plan for the future. 

    The task of finding her sisters sounded daunting, but it was worth the work to ease Miraya’s mind. She was already worried about the Iudices for herself, and I didn’t want her to stress about it for her sisters as well. 

    Plus, getting to know the entire world would give me an advantage for my future endeavors. Becoming King of Rahma would be great, but becoming the emperor of everything would be badass. 

    Once we’d found all the spirits and Miraya could relax, we could enjoy the fruits of all our labors from the kingdom seat. It would be glorious. 

    I dozed off with thoughts of conquering the globe, and soon a dreamscape took shape in my mind. 

    Dozens of faceless women were pulled away from me, wrenched from my arms like ragdolls. They screamed and wailed for me to save them, and I kept trying to run but couldn’t take a single step. 

    I finally looked past the captives to see who dragged the women away, and I saw hooded figures, but somehow, I knew they were Green Glass Sect members. It was like the tattoos on their skin screamed in my head who they were, and I covered my ears against the noise. 

    Finally, I conjured a fireball and threw it at one of the Sect members, and the flaming orb grazed past his hood and knocked it from his head. 

    The Fisherman’s face was contorted into a malicious grin as he continued to tear the woman away from me. 

    I growled and threw a fiery dagger at his exposed head, but the flaming blade sailed by him without leaving a single mark. 

    “What the fuck?” I muttered and threw another dagger at one of the other Sect members. 

    My fire magic missed the mark on every traitor I attacked, and I started to wonder if they had another protection spell in place. 

    “Lord Evan! Please!” one of the women screamed. “Help us!” 

    A Sect member grabbed her by the hair and yanked her backward as she kicked and screamed for me. 

    “No!” I snarled and shot webs at the man’s feet. 

    The webs left my hands and then fell to the floor a few feet away from me. I wanted to tear my hair out as I fought to stop these bastards, but none of my powers worked against the Green Glass Sect. 

    “You can’t hurt us,” a man hissed from the shadows to my right. “So, you might as well join us.” 

    I whipped my head toward him as he stepped into the light. His skin was bathed in the yellow glow, his long, black hair hung down in greasy strands to his shoulders, and his face was contorted into a malicious grin that revealed rows of dagger-like teeth as he took a step toward me.  

    Then I bolted upright in bed. 

    I held the Sword of Hatra in my right hand as my eyes fluttered open and searched my room for the man. So many shadows danced in the corners of my chambers, and the wavy patterns of light through the water nearly sent me into a rage. I couldn’t find him, and if I couldn’t find him, he could go after my women. Then I’d have to kill everyone until-- 

    “Lord Evan?” Alyona’s voice cut through my confusion. 

    I froze for a moment before I relaxed my grip on the sword and turned to see the princess sitting in a chair near the air station. 

    “What… what are you doing?” I asked while the feeling of uncertainty clouded my mind. 

    “I’m reading an old text,” she answered in a calm voice, and her lips pursed into a thin line as she studied me. “What are you doing?” 

    “Apparently, I’m having a damn nightmare,” I muttered and slipped the Sword of Healing into my spatial storage, and then I dragged my hands down my face and ruffled my hair to wake up a little more. “That one felt so real.” 

    “Those are the ones that matter the most,” Alyona replied. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

    “Yeah…” I scratched my head and turned to see I was alone in the bed. “Wait, where’s Miraya? Is she okay?” 

    “Yes, she went to see Aine,” the princess said and set her book down on the nightstand before she rose from the chair and swam over to me. “She wanted to tell her something about a new quest.” 

    “Oh, yeah,” I murmured and rubbed my eyes. “I told her we could go find her sisters after we seal the Breach.” 

    “Oh!” Alyona seemed surprised as she pressed a slim hand to her chest while her mouth dropped open. “She told you the Noble Swords were scattered across Inati, right?” 

    “She did,” I confirmed. “But this is important to her. She’s worried the Iudices will come for them like they came for her.” 

    “Understandable,” the princess said with a nod. “I would be worried as well. Now, about your dream…” 

    “Ah, I’m not sure where I was,” I sighed as I thought back to the dream. “It was dark all around me, like I was sitting under a single light. And there were several women I didn’t recognize who needed my help.” 

    “What kind of help?” she prodded and sat down on the bed next to me. 

    “They were being kidnapped,” I explained and sighed again. “It was the Green Glass Sect, and they were pulling the women away from me while they screamed and begged for me to save them, but my powers were useless.” 

    “Like they didn’t work?” Alyona cocked her head to the side with curiosity. 

    “No, they worked.” I shrugged. “They just didn’t hurt the Sect members. I don’t know why, but it was like my magic went through them or never even made it. I don’t get it.” 

    “Well, it was a dream,” my future wife reminded me with a smile. “Your powers work just fine in real life, but maybe you’re worried they won’t work in a situation where someone needs you.” 

    “Like when we close the Breach,” I murmured. “Remember what the Oracle said? The Sect is coming up with new ways to stop you, so maybe this is a sign I have to make my power even stronger, so I can help.” 

    “That is certainly something we should look into…” Alyona trailed off, and I caught her glance toward the book on the nightstand. 

    “Is that what you’re reading?” I asked and started to reach for the text. 

    “Wait,” she said and put her hand on my arm. “I don’t want to get your hopes up. I have a lot of reading to do about strengthening magic. It’s not something you see every day, and it may not be possible. You have so many types of magic that you’ve learned or assimilated, the possibilities are truly endless.” 

    “So, you don’t want me to read that?” I raised an eyebrow at her. 

    “No,” she replied with a shake of her head. “I want to see what I can find out first. Then I’ll explain once I know more.” 

    “If you say so,” I murmured and laid back onto the bed with my hands behind my head. “These damn dreams suck.” 

    “Suck what?” Alyona asked with a quizzical look. 

    “Like, they’re not fun,” I chuckled. “Anyway, you should get some sleep. It’s not even morning yet.” 

    “I suppose you’re right,” she agreed and yawned. “I’ve barely slept since we got here. It’s so strange to be underwater all day.” 

    “I know,” I laughed. “I don’t know that I could ever get used to it.” 

    “Me, either.” The princess shook her head as she crawled up onto the bed and scurried under the blankets. “Aren’t you going to sleep, too?” 

    “I don’t know if I can go back to sleep now,” I admitted. “I’m just going to go for a walk-- er, a swim, I guess.” 

    “Okay, good night, my love,” Alyona murmured as her eyes already began to close. 

    “Good night,” I whispered and kissed her on the forehead before I rose from the bed and paddled toward the door. 

    I glided into the hall and down the stairs toward the sitting room. Then I heard a few giggles from the hall that led to the royals’ chambers, and I wondered for a moment if Linnea was awake. 

    “Lord Evan?” another voice called out in a loud whisper. “Is that you?” 

    “Yeah,” I replied under my breath. “Who’s there?” 

    “Come find out,” she said, and the two voices giggled again. 

    My curiosity was piqued, so I turned left and headed down the hall. I passed a closed door on my left, and I could hear the duke’s loud snores like an angry bear through the thick wood. I shook my head and continued to the next door on my right. It was open, and the faint scent of lavender wafted out of it. 

    I peered around the corner to see Sanna and Eira. The mermaid sisters hovered above a huge bed with their wild hair flowing around their heads. Sanna’s hot pink mane twisted into Eira’s bright red hair, and their shades of chocolate skin shimmered in the crystal-clear water. Their breasts were bare, and their tiny dark nipples were hard and begged for my attention. The two mermaids giggled as they watched me paddle into the room and close the door behind me before they turned to each other and kissed. 

    My cock immediately sprang to attention, and Sanna’s pale blue eyes glanced over and then down my body. 

    “Are you seeking some entertainment, my lord?” she asked in a sultry voice as she turned away from Eira. 

    “If it’s the hands-on kind.” I smirked as I made my way toward the bed, but then I stopped as a thought occurred to me. “Wait, aren’t you two sisters?” 

    “Sisters of the sea, but not of blood,” Eira replied and dragged her tongue up Sanna’s creamy throat. “Our family is rather… complicated.” 

    “Works for me.” I shrugged and dove onto the bed. 

    I let the enchantment take hold of me and pull my body against the mattress as the pair floated above me. Their arms and tails were wrapped around each other, and they grinned down at me before they resumed their make-out session. 

    Holy fuck, that was hot. 

    As I watched the mermaids kiss and fondle each other, I reached down to stroke my growing shaft. Then I pulled my trousers down my thighs, and I watched both women’s heads turn to see my erection spring free. 

    “Oh, goddess,” Eira whispered as she licked her lips. 

    “It’s… wow,” Sanna gasped. “Impressive.” 

    Their eyes bulged as I took my dick in my hand and rubbed it from base to head, but before I could take another stroke, Sanna and Eira fluttered down toward me. Sanna took my cock in her hand, while Eira pressed her lips to mine, and I groaned into Eira’s mouth as Sanna wrapped her lips around my arousal. 

    “Ohhhh, fuck,” I moaned. 

    The pink-headed mermaid dragged her tongue along my shaft and sent shivers down my spine, and she bobbed her head up and down as she sucked and squeezed my cock. She massaged my balls while she fucked me with her mouth, and my toes curled in anticipation. 

    I reached over and took Eira’s round, cocoa-colored breast in my hand, and she whimpered against me as I rubbed my thumb over her pert nipple. Then she slithered up to give me access with my mouth, so I suckled on her breast as she moaned and dug her fingernails into the bed. Then I switched my mouth to her other tit while I kneaded the first, and I sucked and flicked her nipple with my tongue until I could feel the heat coming from her body in waves. 

    “Lord Evaaaan!” Eira squealed. 

    Suddenly, Sanna shoved my cock to the back of her throat, and I felt my back arch away from the bed as my climax hit. A jet stream of my cum poured down Sanna’s throat, and I clenched Eira’s body against mine as the orgasm coursed through me.  

    Finally, Sanna slowed her pace as she sucked up and down my arousal and emptied my seed. 

    “Fuck,” I groaned. “That was amazing, but I need something else…” 

    “Anything,” Sanna breathed and licked the last drops of my cum from her lips. 

    “I want to taste you two,” I murmured. “Is there an air station in here?” 

    “Of course,” Eira giggled and pointed to the corner. 

    A cylinder similar to the one in my room stood against the wall, though this one was at least three times the size, and I grinned as I realized how much room I’d have inside those clear glass walls. 

    I tugged the mermaids with me toward the air station, and we swam inside and shut the door. I twisted the faucet, and the sound of draining water echoed in the glassy chamber as the water level began to drop. Then I grabbed Eira and kissed her as I wrapped my arm around Sanna’s waist to pull her close. 

    The water drained further, and I felt the cool air on our heads as I took turns kissing one sister and then the other until the water slipped down to my legs. Finally, I pulled away a fraction, and I watched as the mermaids’ pink and red scales seemed to sink into their bodies and revealed their dark, creamy skin. 

    “Oh, gods, yes,” I murmured and grabbed Sanna by the hips to lift her to my shoulders. 

    “What are you doing?” the cotton candy-haired mermaid gasped as I threw her legs over my shoulder to expose her plump lips. 

    “Licking you,” I growled before I delved my tongue between her folds. 

    “Goddess!” she shrieked and grabbed my head as I licked and sucked between her thighs. 

    Then I paused, pulled back a fraction, and glanced at the other mermaid.  

    “Bend over,” I ordered Eira. 

    “Yes, my lord,” she purred before she flipped her neon red hair over and backed her ass up to my hard cock.  

    “Gods, you’re both so fucking sexy.” I held Sanna against my face with one hand and pulled Eira against my hips with the other. Then I glided into the redhead’s soaked slit with ease, and she moaned with pleasure as I entered her warm tunnel. 

    “Lord Evan!” Eira squealed as I pounded into her pussy. “Goddess, something is happening!” 

    Damn, I bet these mermaids had never had an orgasm, either. And they were about to have them at the same fucking time. 

    “Ohhh, fuuuuuuck,” Sanna moaned and gripped the back of my head to push my tongue even further into her hot core. 

    I dragged my tongue up her soft lips and flicked her clit before I gently sucked on the throbbing nub. Then I pushed Eira’s top half further down so I could plunge even deeper inside her. 

    Both the mermaids’ breathing became faster and harder, and I sucked on Sanna’s clit as I pounded even harder into Eira. Then they both released. 

    “Oh, sweet goddess Ranaaaaaa!” Sanna screamed and dug her nails into my scalp. 

    “It feels so gooooood!” Eira shrieked as her canal swelled with her orgasm. 

    A gush of warmth surrounded my cock while another poured onto my tongue. Their sweet nectar flowed like waterfalls as the mermaids sighed and gasped and moaned with pleasure, and Eira’s tunnel was so tight around my cock, it sent shudders down my spine. 

    “Ohhh, yessss,” I groaned and grabbed Eira’s hips as my climax took hold. 

    A few seconds later, I unleashed my own flood of my hot dragon seed and dumped it into Eira’s waiting womb. I thrust my hips back and forth as the overwhelming pleasure sunk into my bones, and my body jerked like a current passed through me as I lapped up the last of Sanna’s juices. 

    “Goddess, I…” Eira stood on wobbly legs and grabbed the faucet for stability. “I’ve never felt something like that before.” 

    “An orgasm.” I smirked as I lifted Sanna from my shoulders and set her on the ground. “It’s apparently not something the mermen are good at?” 

    “No,” Sanna said with a shake of her head. “And they never want to do anything sexual with legs, so I’ve never had someone, ah, taste me before.” 

    “Well, they’re missing out,” I replied with a wink. 

    “So were we,” Eira giggled as she glanced down at my cock. “Can you do it again?” 

    “Oh, abso-fucking-lutely,” I growled, “but it’s Sanna’s turn next.” 

    “Ohhh!” the other woman gasped as I pushed my slick cock into her, and her eyes rolled back into her head as I claimed her pussy.  

    After I emptied my seed into each of the sisters a few more times, neither of them could keep their eyes open. So, we let the water back into the air station, and their scales flourished on their skin as their tails reformed. 

    Then we paddled out into the room, and the mermaids fluttered their way to the bed before they laid down and passed out within seconds. 

    I was a little jealous of how easily they fell asleep, but I knew the dream I’d had before was still weighing on my mind, so I decided to take a swim to clear my head and maybe put myself to sleep.  

    I opened the door and stepped back out into the hall where I could hear Phineas’ heavy snores. I wondered what else was down this hallway, and I turned right to continue down the corridor. My mind wandered with my feet, and I caught myself thinking about Valerra and Junior. 

    My dragon mate and our little egg were impatiently waiting for our return to Hatra, but I knew Valerra would keep them safe while I was gone. She was a fierce warrior, not to mention stubborn as hell, and no one would get into the city without her putting up a fight. Plus, my dad, Ruslan, was not really one to mess with, either. Even though he was an Elder of Hatra, he still knew how to wield his magic with the best of them. 

    I thought about sending Valerra a messenger, but it was late. I didn’t want to risk waking the lady dragon, and she would never let me hear the end of it if I did it just because I couldn’t sleep. 

    As I pushed away the idea of the messenger, I remembered the one I’d sent to my Aunt Emma, and I wondered if it had ever reached her. Maybe it took a while for my little dragon to cross between realms. Or maybe she’d been so surprised when she got it, she didn’t know what to send back. I didn’t want to think about the other possibility, and I shook my head as I reached the end of the hallway. 

    Dead end. 

    The merpeople didn’t seem to have some secret room for their treasures in the palace. At least not over here. 

    I turned around and paddled with slow strokes back toward the sitting area. I supposed I could lay on one of the couches until everyone else got up. We still had to go find N, and I desperately wanted to get some rest for that, but it didn’t seem to be in the cards for me tonight. 

    As I wandered into the sitting area, I heard a casual sigh and fingernails tapping on wood, and I looked over to my right to see Helmi. The mermaid leader sat at the dining table with her head in her hand while the other hand tapped a mindless rhythm on the table. 

    The duchess looked up as I altered my course to join her. 

    “Can’t sleep?” I asked and sat down in one of the enchanted chairs. 

    “No…” Helmi said in a breathy voice. “I just… ah, never mind.” 

    “What is it?” I asked. “I can help you.” 

    “I’m afraid you can’t, Lord Evan,” Helmi replied without looking up. 

    “Why not?” I wondered. “I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me, and you still don’t trust me to help you?” 

    “It’s… not that,” she murmured. “I don’t think you’ll really want me to tell you.” 

    “Why’s that?” I prodded her like a kid with a stick. 

    It was the moment I’d been waiting for since I found the Parla on the pirate ship. The duchess was finally going to admit she was involved with the Green Glass Sect, and I’d have all the answers I needed to find N and get one step closer to getting rid of all the traitors. My inner dragon roared with triumph.  

    “Because you, my husband, everyone is going to hate me,” she whispered and wrapped her hand around her Parla. “I just…” 

    I leaned forward and peered at the mermaid leader. “You just what?” 

    “I just really screwed up,” Helmi muttered and tugged at one of her orange braids with shaking hands. “Reeeeally screwed up.” 

    “Did you help the Sect?” I asked. 

    The question was blunt, but I was tired of playing games with the duchess. 

    “I think so.” Helmi finally looked up at me as a single tear slipped down her cheek. “But I didn’t know.” 

    “What do you mean?” I demanded. “Tell me everything.” 

    “You said you were looking for someone called ‘N,’” she began as she wrung her hands on the table. “I believe that is Nian.” 

    “Who is Nian?” I asked and narrowed my eyes on the duchess.  

    “He’s… a friend,” Helmi sighed. “We met long ago, when I was young. My father spoke highly of his, ah, knowledge of the landwalkers.” 

    “Why did he know so much?” I wondered. “Don’t merpeople tend to live underwater?” 

    “He spent many years on land,” she replied with a frown. “I never really asked why.” 

    “Probably to train with the Sect,” I muttered. “That would explain how a Sect member ended up down here. They put him here.” 

    “Like a spy?” Helmi gasped and pressed her hand to her chest. “Why?” 

    “They like to have eyes everywhere.” I took a deep breath as I considered how long Nian waited in Pullis to start his part of the Sect’s plan. “But why do you think he’s the one we’re looking for?” 

    “Because he’s the only one who knew about the tunnel,” she explained with an exasperated sigh. “I let him use it, but I didn’t know he was using it to make the rift or sneak these Green Glass Sect people in or out of my city.” 

    “So, you knew the tunnel was there,” I murmured. “How? Why is it there?” 

    “I used to send Nian to the surface to scare away people who came close to Pullis,” Helmi explained and looked down at the table again. “We don’t like visitors, as you may have noticed, so Nian would sneak out of the city and terrorize their ships or wagons until they ran away.” 

    “Used to?” I raised an eyebrow. 

    “Yes,” she confirmed. “About four months ago, Nian said he was getting too old for this, ah, job. He said he wanted to relax and live out the rest of his days in peace.” 

    “So, he retired right before Linnea was poisoned?” I asked. 

    “Well, yes, now that you mention it,” the duchess replied and frowned. “He must have done that to her when she got too close to his work for the Sect, but I swear to Rana, I had no idea about the rift. You believe me, right?” 

    Helmi’s blue eyes shimmered with tears as she looked up at me with hopeful desperation. 

    The duchess had kept her secrets since we’d arrived, but I could see in her eyes she was telling the truth now. And I highly doubted she would do anything to put Linnea at risk. She loved the other mermaid dearly, and while she clearly hated when people visited her city, it was only because of her fierce desire to protect it. 

    “Yeah, I do,” I agreed after a moment. “I think if you knew about the rift, you would have had him cure Linnea a long time ago. You clearly love her, but you have to realize your actions are what put her into danger. Why was it so important to keep people away?” 

    “I know,” she nearly whispered. “It was stupid. I only wanted what all our ancestors wanted. It was to keep the peace in Pullis and avoid the chaos of the landwalkers. I never wanted to be part of some destructive plan.” 

    “Then you have to make it right,” I declared. “You have to show us where Nian lives, so I can question him myself.” 

    “Yes, of course,” Helmi agreed with a fervent nod. “I’ll take you to him at once.” 

    The mermaid started to rise from her chair, but I held out a hand to stop her. 

    “The sun is just coming up,” I observed as I looked out the window at the small shafts of light that had started to brighten the ocean. “We need to get everyone down here before we go. Nian has a great amount of power, which I imagine is thanks to his buddy, the Fisherman. He’s not someone we want to approach without a plan.” 

    “Who?” Alyona asked as she glided into the dining room. 

    “Nian,” I replied with a quick glance over my shoulder at the duchess. “He’s ‘N.’” 

    “And we’re, ah, figuring this out how?” the princess asked and eyed Helmi with caution. 

    “A little conversation,” I assured her. “Helmi thought of him on her own, and her logic is pretty solid. Once everyone gets down here, we need to go pay him a visit.” 

    “Okay,” Alyona replied as she turned back toward the stairs. “I’ll go wake the others.” 

    “Thank you,” I said with a smile. “Tell them to hurry.” 

    “Of course, my lord,” she said before she paddled back up the stairs. 

    A few minutes later, my fiancée and our entire royal guard stood in the dining hall to discuss a plan. 

    “So, Duchess Helmi has graciously agreed to give us the location of this man,” I explained. “She is not involved in his schemes, and she doesn’t want any part of it.” 

    “You knew who it was?” Phineas asked as he hovered in the doorway to the dining hall, and his mouth was slack with shock. “This whole time, you knew?” 

    “I didn’t know for certain,” Helmi muttered, and she couldn’t meet her husband’s gaze. “I needed confirmation, and I got it.” 

    “How?” the duke demanded and flicked his tail to swim closer to his wife. “Tell me everything.” 

    “It will have to be later,” I cut in. “We need to go get this son of a bitch now.” 

    “Ugh, you’re right,” Phineas huffed. “Let’s go.” 

    I nodded and waved for Nike and my lovers to follow Helmi and me to the house where Nian lived. 

    The duchess led us on a winding path through the neighborhood near the housing and museum, and she finally stopped at a house that looked no different from the rest. The sandstone walls were the same beige color as its neighbors, and the front door was a light wood with two windows on either side. 

    I stared at the windows to watch for movement, but not even a shadow flickered over the curtains. 

    “This is it?” I asked with a wave of doubt. 

    “Yes,” Helmi confirmed and lowered her head. “Nian lives here alone. He’s old and cranky, so don’t expect a warm welcome.” 

    “Oh, I won’t,” I chuckled as I paddled to the front door with my companions right behind me. 

    We unsheathed our weapons, and I counted down with my fingers. 

    Three… two… one. 

    Then I kicked the door in. 
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    I expected more magical whirlwinds of green and black power to greet us at the door, but instead, an old merman sat in an enchanted chair with a mug in his hand. From the smell of it, I guessed he was drinking a beer. 

    He looked to be in his late sixties, with streaks of gray mixed into his faded purple hair pulled into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. The scales of his tail were a dull purple, but his hazel eyes were bright as he cast his stare over each of us. 

    “Who the--” the merman grumbled as he set the mug on the table next to him before he noticed Helmi behind us. “Oh, Your Grace, what a pleasant surprise. Well, except for my door. That is not so pleasant.” 

    “Cut the shit, Nian,” the duchess scoffed. “I know what you did.” 

    “What I did?” he gasped with feigned shock and pressed a hand to his bare chest. “What in the world do you mean, Your Grace?” 

    “She’s talking about your part in opening the rift,” I snarled and stepped into his line of sight. “We know you’re part of the Green Glass Sect.” 

    “Because of this old thing?” Nian chuckled and rolled his arm over to reveal the green leaf tattoo on his wrist. “It doesn’t mean anything anymore. I quit that business a long time ago.” 

    “It’s still glowing,” I retorted. “Olivier doesn’t just let people quit.” 

    “The Sage does not run my life,” he hissed. “I wanted out, and I got out.” 

    “That tattoo says otherwise.” I smirked. “And you killed the Fisherman before he could tell us what else you’ve done here.” 

    “The Fisherman was a fool,” the merman hissed as he gripped the arms of his chair. “He should have kept his damn mouth shut!” 

    “Well, he didn’t, and here we are,” I shot back. “So, you can finish where you cut him off.” 

    “I opened the rift, but I’m done talking about the Sect,” Nian replied with a smug smile. “And you can’t make me do anything else. Just take me away.” 

    The merman held his arms out as though I was going to handcuff him, and I threw my head back and roared a column of fire that scorched the sandstone ceiling above my head. 

    “No!” I bellowed as his eyes widened in shock. “You will tell us where the other rifts are!” 

    “I’m afraid not,” Nian said after a moment of recovery, and he just shrugged. “I’ve been tortured before.” 

    “Not like I can do.” My voice was low and quiet before I conjured a fireball in my palm and threw it at the traitor. 

    The fiery orb sailed through the living room and hit an invisible barrier. The fireball dissipated in a wisp of smoke, and Nian chuckled and clapped his hands. 

    “Ahhh, you think your power is greater than mine?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “Think again, dragon.” 

    Nian clapped his hands together again, and suddenly, a gust of water blew us all back toward the door. The duke and duchess flew outside, while the rest of us gripped various furniture in the room to stay inside the house. 

    The mage slipped from his chair and out a door leading further into the house, and I growled in frustration as I clung to a cabinet while the water rushed past my face. 

    “A barrier, my lord!” Laika called out. 

    I conjured a water barrier in front of me, and the flow of the merman’s spell crashed into the wall like it was made of stone. I glanced over my shoulder, and it appeared everyone was still intact. 

    “Now, let’s go get the bastard,” I grumbled and paddled after him. 

    As soon as I crossed the threshold, a barrage of arrows soared through the air toward me. I scrambled to swim backward and keep my group behind me, and Nike grabbed my shoulders just in time for the projectiles to sail past inches in front of my face. Each of the arrows left a trail of lime green liquid in their wake, and I started to reach out to touch it when I realized it could be poisonous and instead pushed it away with a burst of water magic. 

    “What was that?” my fellow noble wondered when the arrows stopped. 

    “A trap,” I muttered. “We’re going to have to be more careful.” 

    Nike nodded, and I created a fire shield to protect us against any more random blows. We crept further into the hall, and I could see five closed doors in front of us: two on each side, and one at the end. 

    I paused to listen for the merman, but I couldn’t hear a thing over the rushing water my barrier held at bay behind us. I took short, quiet strokes toward the first door and then pushed it open with my shield in front of me. 

    Thank the gods for my shield. 

    A corrupted shark cut through the water with its jaws open wide. The reek of miasma was thick on its breath as it barreled toward me, and I blocked its first strike with the fire shield. A chunk of its blackened snout sizzled and fell away from its face, and it threw itself backward and shook its head. 

    “What the hell is that thing?” Rebecca gasped behind me. 

    “It used to be a shark,” I muttered. 

    The beast refocused on us, and its black eyes homed in on Alyona over my shoulder before it took off through the water toward her. 

    I paddled into the room to block the doorway and shoved the fiery shield against the shark’s snout again while Nike swam up behind me with the Sword of Light in his hand. My fellow noble whipped around next to me and plunged the blade into the beast’s side as I pushed it back with the shield. Then we shoved the beast back and slammed it into the far wall as the blade dug far into its muscles. 

    Chunks of blackened, rotting flesh floated to the ground as Nike’s sword tore the shark open, and then I conjured a fireball and threw it over the top of my shield. As soon as the orb connected, the shark’s mottled skin began to disintegrate, and my fire magic burned through its rotted flesh until the shark’s remains floated down to the ground in a swirl of black ashes. 

    “Well, that was interesting,” Nike murmured as we swam back into the hallway. 

    “Yeah, let’s avoid any more corrupted fish with man-eating teeth,” I grumbled as I looked over at my waiting lovers. 

    “Ready?” Laika already had her hand on the next door, and she pushed it open to reveal a raging fire inside the room across the hall. The flames poured out of the room and into the corridor, and my lovers paddled away from them as they spread. 

    “How the hell do we get rid of magical fire underwater?” I growled. “We can’t exactly put it out.” 

    “Like this!” Alyona shouted. “Capeo insendium!” 

    The princess stuck out her arms with her palms facing the fire, and a shockwave of her power reverberated around the hall and pushed the flames back into the room. Then the fire whizzed back out of the hallway as though sucked by a vacuum. 

    Once the fire was back inside, Laika slammed the door closed with a grunt and leaned against it. 

    “That was close,” the wolf-warrior muttered, and her gray ears flattened against her skull. 

    “It looks like our friend Nian likes to set traps.” I frowned as I eyed the next three doors. “Let’s make sure we open one at a time.” 

    Everyone nodded their agreement, and I swam down to the next door on the right. Then I pressed my ear to the wood as I hoped to get a clue about what was on the other side. 

    When I heard nothing, I eased the door open and felt a pull like gravity. The frame was filled by a portal, and the image shimmered in and out of focus as I felt my body get dragged toward it. I kicked myself away from the portal, but the pull was too strong. 

    “Evan!” Alyona shrieked and reached for my hand. 

    “Fuck!” I grabbed the princess’ and Nike’s hands as they kept me from being sucked into the portal. My feet stuck out in front of me as the portal continued to try to bring me in, but when I caught a glimpse of the magical doorway, I inhaled sharply. 

    This wasn’t just another portal to the underworld. 

    I could see the familiar faded green face of the Statue of Liberty and dozens of skyscrapers behind it. Scores of neon yellow taxis flitted down the road just out of my view, and hundreds of heads trickled down the sidewalks. I’d know that chaotic scene anywhere.  

    It was New York City. This was a portal back to Earth.  

    “How the fuck…” I trailed off as my companions yanked me backward while Naomi stepped in front of me and held out her hand. “Naomi, wait!” 

    “Occludo!” the lizard mage yelled before I could stop her. 

    The edges of the portal began to shrink, and I groaned with frustration as I watched the window get smaller and smaller until the tiny blip of green faded and disappeared with a pop. 

    “Gods,” I whispered as the gravitational pull stopped as well. “It was right there.” 

    Nike and Alyona released my arms, and Naomi looked up at me with questions in her amber eyes. 

    “What is it, my lord?” Miraya asked, and she put a tender hand on my arm. 

    “It was… my home world,” I murmured, but then I shook my head. “We’ll have to sort this out later. It’s already closed now. There’s nothing we can do.” 

    “Earth?” Marina gasped. 

    “Yeah.” I frowned and waved my hand. “But we have to go. We can’t let Nian get away.” 

    The dryads looked at each other with confused expressions, but I noticed Miraya and Alyona seemed more concerned. I made a mental note to ask them about the portal later, and I focused on the trap I knew waited on the other side of the fourth door. 

    Then the dryad sisters pushed open the door, but nothing happened. 

    No beasts swam out into the water with sharp teeth ready to tear us apart, no portals, no arrows, and no rushing water poured out of the open door. A small mattress laid on the floor in the middle of the room, and a dresser sat next to the bed with a lantern on top. The magical fire inside flickered and wavered with the movement of the water as we peeked into the room.  

    I guess even evil merman mages had to have somewhere to sleep. 

    “Nothing,” Trina pouted. “You guys have gotten all the fun.” 

    “I’m sure it will be fun to take out Nian,” I chuckled. “Keep moving.” 

    I paddled toward the final door, and I had an overwhelming sense of being in a video game. It was like we were about to fight the boss for this level. 

    I took a deep breath and threw open the door. 

    Nian hovered in the water against the back wall of what looked to be a small armory. Bows, arrows, swords, and daggers lined the walls on both sides of the room, and the merman held a sword out in front of him with a scowl etched across his features. 

    “So, you made it through my home,” he snarled. “Don’t think for a moment you’ll get me that easily.” 

    Suddenly, the sword shifted into a snake, and it darted through the water like a torpedo. Just before it reached my fiery shield, though, the beast slowed and wiggled in the water like a fish on a hook. 

    The snake’s dull purple scales matched the tail of its master, and it looked to be about four feet long. It gnashed its long fangs, and droplets of venom sprang from its long incisors. 

    Then I realized it wasn’t scared, it just wanted to find its way in to attack. The snake’s beady black eyes rolled over each of us, while the mage behind it grinned with excitement. 

    It seemed Nian thought the snake would win this battle for him. 

    He was wrong. 

    I slid the Sword of Hatra into my spatial storage and conjured a fiery sword instead. The blade felt warm in my hand, and I could feel the flames moving and vibrating along the weapon. 

    Then, in the blink of an eye, the one snake was suddenly a dozen and then thirty and then more snakes than I could count, and their hissing filled the room like white noise until I felt like my brain was going to pop. Their forked tongues slithered out of their mouths with every hiss, and they all wriggled in the water and poised to attack. 

    I felt Ravi form her own fire weapon, while the dryads conjured water blades. Rebecca’s and Aaliyah’s claws lengthened with the high sing of sharp metal, and Laika brandished her broadsword. My magical women glared at the horde of snakes with disgust, but they looked ready to take on the scaly creatures. 

    I charged forward with my fire sword waving wildly. I chopped and sliced at the snakes, and Nike was right next to me with the same intensity. We hacked at the snakes’ thick bodies, and hunks of purple-scaled snake floated down in the water.  

    The rest of our group followed suit and began to cut apart the hissing beasts. 

    “I fucking hate snakes,” Aaliyah growled as she clawed at the creatures. 

    One of them lashed out at Ravi with its fangs bared, and I snarled at the attack, but the phoenix took a page out of my book and blocked it with a fire shield before the snake could reach her creamy skin. The snake fizzled and hissed as the flames traveled down its long body before Ravi cut it in half with a single blow. 

    “Hell, yeah!” Polina cheered before she swiped at another purple snake. 

    I glanced past the raining snakes to see Nian staring at us with raging hatred, and his old, bony fists were clenched at his sides. I could just see the shimmery barrier of his protection spell, too, and I knew he had geared up for a fight. 

    I was more than happy to give him one. 

    I started to charge the merman when he flung his hands out to his sides, and the weapons on the walls suddenly came forward and sailed through the water. Sword and axe blades cut through some of the snakes as they sliced toward us, and I whipped around to throw out a fiery shield like a tunnel over my companions. 

    The weapons struck the fire barrier with dozens of thuds that shook the shield, but I held strong against the barrage. As soon as the thunderous sounds stopped, I looked down the fiery tunnel to make sure everyone was okay. 

    Then I released the barrier, and my warriors went back to work destroying the snakes as I turned around to face the mage with a snarl. 

    “You won’t hurt my people,” I thundered and made my way closer to him. 

    “You can’t stop me.” Nian conjured a water orb just as I formed a fiery one in my hands, but I pitched mine first. The fireball sailed across the room and left scorching burns on a handful of the snakes before the merman tossed his water orb out to block it. The water ball absorbed the fire with a hiss, and the two magic orbs seemed to melt together. 

    The fire must have heated the water ball, though, and Nian dropped it with a grimace. Then he mumbled something I couldn’t hear, and the same wispy black cloud that we’d seen in the hidden tunnel appeared in front of him. 

    The clouds rolled toward me, and I felt more than heard Alyona paddle up behind me as she cast her own spell. Then the princess’ barrier rushed past me like a gust of wind and slammed into the black cloud. The vapors rolled back toward the merman, and Nian’s hazel eyes widened. 

    “No!” he grunted and swiped his hands through the water. 

    The black nexus spell was swept to the side and disappeared before it could reach him. Then he growled in frustration and clenched his fists at his sides as he formed a water dagger in his hand. 

    Hand-to-hand? I was about to kick this guy’s ass. 

    Suddenly, Nian drew the blade across his open palm, and a small red cloud of his blood floated into the water. Next, he mumbled a few words and blew the crimson dust toward me. 

    “Look out!” Alyona warned. 

    The blood floated in the water between us and then took on the shape of a bird. Its feathers were the same wine color as his blood, and its beak flashed gold as it released an ear-piercing caw. 

    “What the hell is this anime villain thing?” I muttered. 

    “A bloodfeather,” the princess answered with a gasp. “A creature that can only be borne of a blood sacrifice and ruled by the laws of the underworld.” 

    “I’m guessing those are the laws of death and destruction?” I kicked away from the bird without taking my eyes off its angry face. 

    “Indeed,” she replied. “They’re ruthless, nearly impossible to kill, and respond only to their master.” 

    “Of course,” I murmured and conjured a fiery sword in my hand. “And its master is a bit of an asshole.” 

    With that, the bloodfeather dove toward me, and it moved surprisingly fast in the water, as though its wings were made for swimming rather than flying.  

    I swung the fire blade, but the bird darted just out of the sword’s reach at the last second and swam overhead. Then it looped around and dive bombed my head, but I blocked its attack with the sword. 

    Flames caught on the bird’s feathers, and it released another piercing cry. The fire died out within seconds, but the bloodfeather seemed annoyed that it had yet to land a blow.  

    I kicked over toward the bird with the fire sword ready for another strike, but the bird flitted higher to avoid the blade altogether. Then I decided to take advantage of my numerous skills and activated the precognition power I’d gained from the Sundex spirit. 

    As soon as I focused on the power, the bloodfeather’s paths lined up in front of its golden beak. One dull path showed another wavering path above me, while the brighter path indicated the creature would take a swoop below me with an uppercut-like strike to follow. It seemed the bird was going to play on its abilities to swim better than I could, but I had a few tricks of my own up my sleeve. 

    “I told you, it’s nearly impossible to kill it!” Alyona shouted. 

    “I’m not going to kill it.” I smirked and watched the beast’s eyes roam around and plan its next move, but I already knew where it was going. 

    The bloodfeather flapped its wings as it headed for me again, but this time I waited until it was just close enough before I released a cloud of petrification magic and blew it into the beast’s face. 

    The bird screeched for a moment before its body stiffened, and then it floated in the water with its mouth frozen open from its deafening caw.  

    “What have you done?” Nian gasped as he watched the petrified bird float to the ceiling, and a moment later, its red form dissolved into nothingness. “You can’t just go around petrifying creatures!” 

    “And you can’t just go around making portals and killing anyone who stops you,” I shot back with a smirk. “I’ll kill any creatures you throw at me, so you might as well give up now.” 

    “I don’t believe I will,” the merman sneered. 

    Then Nian took a deep breath and opened his mouth wide, and as he exhaled, a horde of scorpions scurried down his chin and fluttered into the water. The beasts were about the size of my hand, and their stingers looked like long black fingers as they curled around their bodies to face me.  

    “Can scorpions swim?” Ravi wondered as she continued to swipe at the remaining purple snakes. 

    “I guess so,” I muttered. 

    The scorpions scuttled through the water with their stingers aimed at my head, but I called on my fire magic, formed an orb the size of a basketball, and threw it into the middle of the incoming horde. 

    The beasts rushed through the fire as though it wasn’t even there, and I grunted as I remembered the same type of scorpions from my battle with the relic spirits, but those ones weren’t able to survive water. The merman was clever, but I had more than fire and water magic at my fingertips. 

    “Alyona, get ready with something strong,” I muttered. “They don’t care about fire or water, but the merman wasn’t prepared for you.” 

    “I have just the thing,” the princess growled, and I glanced over my shoulder to see her face set with determination. 

    It was so fucking sexy. 

    I focused again on the beasts ahead and activated my displacement magic as the scorpions rushed toward me, and their paths adjusted to zoom a foot to my left. They powered forward in a huddle so close together, I could only see dozens of stingers above a mass of shiny black bodies.  

    “Now!” I bellowed. 

    “Exesus allo!” Alyona screamed and closed her eyes. 

    A white ring of light burst out from her chest and barreled toward the scorpions as fast as lightning, and as soon as her pure power touched their bodies, they disappeared.  

    I watched the strange magic flow through the horde, and the white ring slowly took on a gray tone before all the scorpions were gone. Then a hissing sound erupted from the ring, and I cocked my head to the side. 

    “Are they in that thing?” I asked as the ring started to spin until it moved so fast it was just one whirling circle of gray. 

    “Yep,” the princess confirmed and clapped her hands together. 

    With that, the ring caved in on itself with a pop, and only a wisp of grayish smoke curled up in the water where the ring had been. 

    “Badass,” I murmured before I turned back to the mage. “I told you, there is nothing you can create that we can’t kill! Just stop fighting!” 

    “I am no coward,” Nian snarled. 

    Then he opened his mouth to start another spell, but I growled as I conjured my fire bow and arrow. 

    “Enough!” I bellowed as I pulled back the bowstring, and he stopped in the middle of his word to stare at me with astonishment. “Surrender now, or I will kill you.” 

    “I don’t surrender,” Nian sneered and held his hands up above his head. 

    Black smoke swirled around his head to form a funnel, and suddenly, the remaining snakes were swept up into the black hole above him. 

    “Lord Evan!” Aaliyah called out, and I looked over to see she and the rest of my group were fighting to keep from being sucked into the black hole, too. 

    There was no way I’d lose my people. 

    I turned back to the merman with rage in my eyes and released the arrow. 

    The projectile cut through the water like a knife and plunged into Nian’s bare chest. Blood droplets floated up from the wound, and he gripped his chest in pain as the black hole sputtered and slowed its whirling spin. 

    “How… the arrow…” the merman gasped before he yanked the fiery arrow from his chest. “My barrier… protects me.” 

    “Not from me.” I smirked and lowered my bow. “I’m a fucking dragon, dumbass.” 

    “You… have no idea,” Nian hissed as he clutched at his chest. “You have begun… a war.” 

    A cloud of bright red burst out from the hole in his skin, and he coughed more blood into the water. Then the black hole cloud disappeared as Nian fell backward into the wall behind him. 

    He pointed toward me and mumbled a few more words, but his power was too weak. The tip of his finger sparked and then fell as the mage’s eyes finally closed. 

    “Stupid asshole,” I muttered and paddled over to grab the dead merman’s arm and pull him behind me. “Let’s go let the duke and duchess deal with his body.” 

    We swam toward the front of his house with Nian’s body floating along behind me, and Helmi gasped when we came out the door. 

    “He’s dead?” The duchess’ hands clamped over her face as she stared at the merman’s corpse. “You were able to kill him?” 

    “Yep,” I confirmed and held his arm out to Theo and the other guards. “Get rid of him. He didn’t want to surrender. I had no choice.” 

    “It was not in his nature,” Helmi murmured and stared as her guards dragged Nian’s body away. “He only got more stubborn with age.” 

    “I still can’t believe you were working with him,” Phineas sighed. “Why didn’t you just tell me?” 

    “Tell you I hired someone to help me keep people from coming into Pullis?” she laughed without humor. “I’m sure you would’ve been very happy about that decision. You never even liked Nian. I didn’t want to burden you with what we’d done together.” 

    “I know why you did it,” her husband said in a softer tone. “And it wasn’t so they could secretly tear open a hole to the underworld.” 

    I looked back and forth at the couple as they stared into each other’s eyes. 

    “Soooo, why did you?” Aaliyah asked the question we all thought. 

    “To keep us safe,” Helmi replied without looking away from the duke. “We spent so long living as a myth to the human world, so keeping our city protected and secret comes naturally. I didn’t know about the rest.” 

    “Helmi was only looking out for our people,” the duke added in a firm voice. “If she’d known the other things Nian and his friends were doing, there’s no way she would have given him access to the tunnel. She has always done whatever she could to keep our people safe from outsiders.” 

    “Even so, I’ve learned a valuable lesson,” Helmi continued and finally looked at me with apologetic eyes. “Not all visitors are here to hurt the merpeople. It isn’t the days of the human world anymore. While they wanted to capture us and keep us away from our families, you have been a blessing, a true gift from the gods.” 

    “Wow.” My mouth fell open, and I couldn’t hide the astonishment on my face. “I’m glad you feel that way. It really is our goal to help our people, even if they don’t want to be helped right away.” 

    “I can see that now,” she agreed and smiled. “And I’m sorry for the way I treated you. It’s clear now you only had the best for us in mind, just like I did when I tried to guard us from the landwalkers.” 

    “It’s alright,” I chuckled. “Some lessons have to be learned over time. And I’m guessing you’re not looking for any other people to take over Nian’s position?” 

    “Nope.” Helmi’s bright orange hair waved as she shook her head. “No visitors could be as bad as the Green Glass Sect members, and I don’t need to give anyone else a reason to be sneaking around. Oh, and sorry for the pirates, too.” 

    “So, you did tell them about us?” Laika wondered, and her bushy gray tail flicked behind her. “We couldn’t figure out how else they knew a dragon was here.” 

    “Yeah, I was hoping they would scare you off,” the duchess admitted and looked down in shame. “Obviously, that plan didn’t work, either.” 

    “They weren’t anything for us to worry about,” I laughed. “Trust me, we’ve seen much worse. Before we head back, though, we should look for some clues about what all Nian was doing here for the Sect. It sounds like he was here for a long time.” 

    “Oh, goddess, I hope he didn’t make any more rifts,” Helmi groaned. 

    “If he did, we’ll close them,” Alyona assured her with a smile. “You didn’t know.” 

    “I still feel responsible,” the mermaid leader sighed. “But at least I can help with some things. I know Nian kept a journal, so it has to be around here somewhere.” 

    “How do you know that?” I wondered as we followed her back inside the house. 

    “I saw him writing in it a few times.” She shrugged and pointed to the chair Nian was sitting in when we’d entered. “He would sit there and write for hours. I used to tease him that he should write a book instead of scare people away. Of course, only Rana knows what kind of book he would write since he was living a double life. I can’t imagine the things that went on inside that man’s head.” 

    “There’s nothing here,” Aaliyah said as she looked in and under the chair with a frown. 

    “There has to be one close by,” Helmi insisted as she swam to the middle of the room and glanced around. “He was almost religious about writing every day. I know it’s here somewhere.” 

    “Okay, let’s look around in here,” I suggested. “Nike, why don’t you check the bedroom? If you can call it that, anyway.” 

    “Will do,” the noble agreed and paddled down the hall. 

    A few of us spread out and began to search the living room, while the dryads and Rebecca made their way into the kitchen area. We looked on shelves, under the table, behind paintings, and still found nothing about Nian’s history with the Sect or a clue about his incessant writing habits. 

    “Found something!” Rebecca called out. 

    I swam over to the kitchen and found the lady bear had tugged open an old stove with a pipe that led to the ceiling. 

    “Does that even work down here?” I asked as I blinked in disbelief. 

    “With magic,” Helmi answered. “But almost no one uses them anymore since we learned a cooking spell.” 

    “Then that’s probably why he kept these here,” Rebecca replied as she pulled out a stack of books. “And there are plenty more.” 

    We dug through the useless stove until we had a stack of at least two dozen books. I opened one and found handwritten pages of journal entries. Helmi wasn’t kidding. Nian documented his life nearly every day. It would take hours to go through all the information and find what mattered. 

    “This will take a while,” Alyona murmured as she flipped through another journal next to me. “His writing is extensive and detailed. I can’t imagine the Sect knew he was keeping track of everything. They would have never allowed it.” 

    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Maybe we should just take them with us. We don’t want them getting into the wrong hands.” 

    “Probably the same goes for these,” Nike called out as he swam back to join us and lifted up a box. “I’m not sure what they are, but they look like some kind of tokens.” 

    “Gold?” I lifted the lid to peer inside the simple wooden box and found thin silvery circles with only a leaf engraved on their surfaces. “Oh. Those look like something you’d win at the arcade.” 

    “Arcade?” Nike repeated with a raised eyebrow. 

    “Ah, they look cheap,” I clarified. “I doubt they’re worth anything, but they have the Green Glass Sect’s symbol on them, so they have to mean something.” 

    “You’re more than welcome to them,” Helmi said and waved a dismissive hand. “I don’t want anything else of Nian’s to remain in my city.” 

    “We’ll get them off your hands,” I agreed as Alyona tucked the books and the box into her spatial storage. “Are you ready to get out of here, then?” 

    “Definitely,” Phineas boomed and scooped his wife up into his arms. 

    “Phineas!” Helmi giggled and pretended to fight against him, but he held onto her squirming body and led us back to the castle.  

    I looked over at Alyona with a grin, and I could see she tried to cover up a smile as well. It seemed the duke and duchess were back to normal. No more secret plans or hidden traitors, though it seemed Helmi was distraught over the discovery of her friend’s involvement with the Green Glass Sect. 

    As we swam through the city, I noticed the merpeople went about their day as usual. None of them had even noticed the fight or death of the mage, and they were oblivious to their duchess’ complicity in the near disaster of the rift. It was better that way. They needed to continue to respect the duke and duchess, especially since they’d agreed to be loyal to the king. We already had one possible uprising to deal with, and that was more than enough for me. 

    Even more pressing in my mind was the vision I’d seen through the portal. It was most definitely Earth visible in the doorway, so could we create a portal for me to get back?  

    Did I even want to go back? 

    Aunt Emma’s face flitted through my mind, and I knew I wanted to at least talk to her. My messenger dragon still hadn’t returned, so I had no idea if it made it to her or not. Was she devastated over my sudden disappearance from her shop? Did she think I was dead? I’d been in Rahma for nearly a year already, but how did that work with the flow of time in other realms? 

    The questions filled my head until it felt like I would burst at the seams. I knew I was meant to be here, but I hated the thought of the one family member I’d left behind needing me when I wasn’t there for her. And I wasn’t even sure who else would be there for her. The thought of Emma’s loneliness made me determined to figure out how to open that portal again myself. 

    Before I knew it, we’d reached the castle, and I swam in behind Alyona and Laika, who whispered in hushed, excited tones. I started to ask what was going on when a squeal filled the room. 

    “Lord Evan!” Linnea rushed over to give me a hug. “They said you were going after the mage this morning, and I was so worried!” 

    “You were?” Helmi asked and narrowed her eyes. “Why?” 

    “Because Lord Evan is kind and gentle, Helmi,” the younger mermaid replied with a flick of her white fin. “You should be nicer to him.” 

    “I have already apologized.” The duchess pursed her lips and glanced between us. “I was more concerned with why you were worried.” 

    “Don’t worry, Helmi,” Linnea giggled. “I’m not running away with the dragon. We had our fun.” 

    “I-I, ah, you… what?” The duchess was struck speechless as she stared at her ward with eyes as round as saucers. 

    “You don’t want to go with us, Linnea?” I raised my eyebrows, but as I spoke, I realized I hadn’t formed the soul bond with any of the mermaids I’d been with, including Linnea. “Why not?” 

    “I’m meant for the sea,” Linnea said with a simple shrug. “And I can’t bear you any children. I know you impregnated a centaur, which I think might be a miracle, but I believe our kind is different.” 

    “Oh, I’m sure I could give you a child, but I agree, you should not come with us,” I chuckled, and the dryads gasped behind me. 

    “She should come with us!” Polina begged. 

    “She’s so beautiful!” Marina breathed. 

    “And we’ve never had a mermaid in our family before,” Trina added and batted her green eyelashes at Linnea. 

    “It’s not that I don’t want her to,” I insisted. “I’d love it if she joined us, but you all know how the soul bonds feel, and she doesn’t have one. She’s right. It was fun, but it isn’t the same as what the rest of us have, probably because she’s meant to live here. Her fate lies here instead of in my harem.” 

    “Which means you have an important destiny in your city,” Alyona chimed in with a smile. “I believe it would have to be something very powerful to avoid a soul bridge with Lord Evan.” 

    “I agree,” Miraya said with a nod. “Linnea must be destined for something great indeed.” 

    “You really think so?” Linnea asked with wide blue eyes. “Me?” 

    “Yeah, that makes sense,” Rebecca agreed. “I couldn’t resist going with Lord Evan once we’d bonded. You wouldn’t be able to, either.” 

    “Very true.” Ravi nodded with vigor. 

    “Well, then I suppose it makes sense for me to stay,” the mermaid finally said and smiled. “Thank you all for what you’ve done for us.” 

    “Anytime you need us, we’ll be here,” Laika replied and held her hand out to the white-haired mermaid. 

    “But how will we reach out to you?” the duchess wondered. “We don’t exactly send letters from down here.” 

    “I have an idea…” I murmured and pulled Alyona off to the side. “Would you be willing to leave a few of your spell books here with them? The Fisherman said a lot of them have magic and don’t even know it. We need them to learn how to use it.” 

    “Of course!” the princess replied with a grin. “If we had more time, I’d stay here and teach them more, but we really need to get moving.” 

    “We do?” I raised an eyebrow as I gazed at her excited expression. “Why?” 

    “I’ll tell you soon,” she promised, and her amethyst eyes took on a mischievous glint. “Let’s give them these and get back on land.” 

    Alyona pulled five or six books out from her spatial storage and swam back over toward the merpeople. 

    “What are those?” Linnea cocked her head to the side as she looked at the texts. 

    “History and spell books,” Alyona answered and handed two books to each of the merpeople. “You can learn about magic, how to find out if someone has it, and then how to wield it. They’re basic spells, but it should help your people understand how their powers works.” 

    “You really think the Fisherman was telling the truth?” Phineas asked with an awkward glance at the books in his hands. “I mean, how would someone have magic without knowing about it?” 

    “They might think what they can do is normal.” I shrugged. 

    “Or they might have never accidentally used it,” Naomi pointed out. “I’ve taught a few younger mages like that. They had no idea they were magical until I detected their power.” 

    “Wow,” Helmi breathed. “This could do so much for our city. Thank you, Your Highness.” 

    “You’re most welcome,” Alyona replied and lowered her top half into a bow. “We’re always happy to help our people.” 

    “And our agreement is settled,” Phineas added with a chuckle. “You have our loyalty, and you’ve more than earned it. The city of Pullis will be faithful to King Rodion and, eventually, King Evan.” 

    I liked the sound of that, and a grin stretched across my face as I grasped the duke’s forearm with a firm shake. 

    “Thanks, Your Grace,” I said. “You take good care of Pullis.” 

    “Will do,” he replied and smiled. 

    After a few more hugs and handshakes, we paddled out of the palace. 

    “Will you tell Anja I’ll be there in the morning?” Theo asked as he swam over toward us. “I can’t wait any longer.” 

    “Why don’t you go ahead with them?” Helmi offered as she peeked her head out the door. “There’s nothing important going on today, and it seems Lord Evan and his people have resolved the biggest problem we had.” 

    “Are you sure, Your Grace?” the merman asked with wide eyes. “I don’t want to impose.” 

    “Go ahead, Theo.” The duchess smiled and waved him away. “I know my sister misses you. We’ll see you when you bring our little niece or nephew back down.” 

    “Thank you, Your Grace,” Theo replied and then looked over at us. “Come on!” 

    He flicked his tail and took long strokes toward the surface. 

    “I guess we’d better catch up,” I chuckled and paddled after him. 

    We swam above the city, and soon, the light of the sun beamed brighter and brighter before we crested the surface of the water. We all took gasping breaths of air, and I glanced around to find Theo already making his way onto the land in front of the stone tower where Galloway and Anja stayed. 

    “Anja!” Theo called out as his tail fin lost its scales and his legs took shape. 

    The door of the tower flew open just as we stepped onto the sand, and Anja sprinted outside with a squeal. She leaped into Theo’s arms, and the two hugged and kissed amidst their tears of joy. 

    “So beautiful,” Alyona sighed. “That makes me happy.” 

    “Me, too,” I agreed and put my arm around her shoulders. “Now, where do we have to get off to so fast?” 

    “Let’s go to our wagons, and I’ll explain everything,” the princess replied. 

    We waved goodbye to Anja, Theo, and Galloway before we headed out the gate toward our wagons just outside the fence. 

    “Oh, gods, dry cloooothes,” Aaliyah moaned as she pulled a fresh robe out from her trunk. 

    “Yesssss,” Laika agreed with a fervent nod. 

    My lovers stepped behind the wagons to change clothes while Nike and I grabbed ours to change as well. It felt so good to pull the dry tunic over my head and stand on the ground. I was sure living in Pullis wasn’t so bad for those with fins, but it was exhausting with legs. 

    “Okay, spill the beans,” I said as Alyona came around the side of the wagon. 

    The princess had slipped into a white robe, and her violet eyes were bright with excitement. A grin stretched across her beautiful face, and she pulled the text she’d been reading out from her spatial storage and laid it out on the side rail of the wagon. 

    “I found this ceremony called Redimi Vincio,” Alyona began. “It’s a bonding spell, but it’s not like anything else I’ve ever read about before.” 

    “What does it bond?” I wondered. 

    “Magic,” she breathed. “Just like the Oracle was talking about. The Fisherman said he had the power to take magic and give it away, which made me wonder about combination spells.” 

    “Which obviously leads to encirclement,” Naomi added, and she bounced back and forth on the balls of her feet. 

    “And then entanglement, of course,” Miraya agreed and grinned. 

    “Uhhh, yeah… of course.” I knew I looked completely clueless, but I was so lost on this train of thought, and I guessed by the looks on the other women’s faces, I wasn’t the only one. 

    “Anyway, I read through at least a thousand historical spells, and I found this ceremony,” Alyona continued. “I--” 

    The shrill sound of her hand mirror interrupted her sentence, and she fumbled around in her spatial storage for a moment before she pulled the mirror out. Her father’s worried face filled the glass, and he gasped when she held it up. 

    “Alyona!” Rodion cried out. “You’re okay!” 

    “Of course,” the princess replied with a confused frown. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 

    “I’ve been trying to reach you for days,” he groaned and pressed his hand to his face. “You didn’t answer.” 

    “Maybe the mirrors don’t work as well underwater,” I suggested. “Bad reception or something.” 

    “I’m sure that’s it,” Alyona agreed and smiled at her father. “It’s alright, Father. We took care of the rift in Pullis. The merpeople are safe and loyal.” 

    “You talked the duchess into a loyalty agreement?” Rodion gasped. 

    “Lord Evan did,” the princess replied. 

    “Well, it helps when you have the power to heal her poisoned ward.” I smirked. “She just needed a little convincing, that’s all.” 

    “Duchess Helmi hasn’t agreed to a single peace treaty, nor did her parents or grandparents before that,” the king explained. “You must have done well in your convincing.” 

    “I guess so,” I said and shrugged. 

    “Father, we need your help,” Alyona cut in. “We spoke with an Oracle, and we need you to perform a ceremony.” 

    “He has to perform it?” I asked. 

    “Yes, it must be the king of the land which needs power,” my fiancée replied. “He must bless the bond and perform the ceremony.” 

    “Are we talking about the wedding?” Rodion tugged on his long white hair. “I don’t have to perform that.” 

    “No, a Redimi Vincio,” Alyona answered and handed me the mirror as she grabbed the text from the wagon. “See?” 

    The king squinted his eyes as he scanned the page and took in a sharp breath. 

    “You’re certain this is what the Oracle intended?” he asked. 

    “I believe so.” The princess closed the book. “Can you do it?” 

    “Yes,” His Eminence confirmed. “How soon can you get here?” 

    “A day and a half,” Alyona answered and glanced over at me. 

    I looked around the group, and everyone nodded. 

    We were ready to go. 
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    As we started to load up the wagons, I noticed Ravi look around with obvious anxiety, so I walked over to her with legs that felt like jelly and put a hand on her shoulder. 

    “Are you okay?” I asked the phoenix. 

    “I just feel so… gross,” she said and scrunched up her face in disgust. “I think it was all that time underwater. I’m glad our fire magic worked because I couldn’t even shift down there.” 

    Before I could respond, Ravi disappeared in a column of flames and took flight in her beautiful bird form. Her orange, red, and yellow feathers shone brightly in the sunlight, and she soared overhead for a moment and then perched on the rail of the wagon with a sigh. 

    “Better?” I chuckled. 

    “Yes,” she confirmed with a quick nod of her bird head. “But one other thing will help me. How long will it take to reach the Mihireti Mountains?” 

    “We should be there by tomorrow evening,” Nike answered as he tossed a bag over the side of the wagon. “We’re very close now.” 

    “Okay, I only need twenty-four hours,” Ravi murmured. 

    “Twenty-four hours for what?” I asked and gazed at the phoenix with curiosity. 

    “For a rebirth,” she replied, and her beak seemed to open with a smile. “I would feel so much better.” 

    “Ohhhh,” I breathed. “Makes sense. What do you need?” 

    “Just my otra veza,” the phoenix explained and gestured toward the wagon behind her. “My rebirthing box. It should be inside that sack.” 

    I climbed over the rail and dug through the bag to find a box made of black stone. It was about ten inches long and six inches wide, and I opened the lid to see a red velvet interior. I closed the lid and ran my hand over the smooth ebony stone with a single red ruby inlaid in the center. 

    “That is gorgeous!” Marina gushed as she and the other dryads rushed over to look at the box. 

    “Is it made from obsidian?” Polina gasped and grazed her fingers across the top. 

    “It is,” Ravi answered with a proud strut across the rail. 

    “I’ve never seen an otra veza in real life,” Alyona murmured as she made her way closer to see for herself. “I’ve only read about them in the history books.” 

    “Well, I’ve never seen a phoenix in real life,” Rebecca giggled and grazed her hand down Ravi’s feathered back. “You’re so beautiful like this. I mean, you’re beautiful as a woman, too. I just, ah, you know what I mean.” 

    “Yeah,” Ravi giggled. “It’s all new to you, especially living so long without magic.” 

    “Yes, everything is so new,” the bear Demi-Human agreed with a fervent nod. “Phoenixes exist, mermaids exist, magic is normal. This is like a whole new world.” 

    “And we’ve only been to one new place since you joined us,” I chuckled. “Just wait until we go all over Inati.” 

    “Inati?” Naomi repeated, and her amber eyes were in perfect circles. “We won’t be staying in Rahma?” 

    “Well, once we close the Breach, I promised Miraya we would look for her spirit sisters,” I explained and motioned for the spirit to come closer. “She needs to touch base with them and make sure they’re alright since the Iudices have already come after her. They could go after her sisters, too.” 

    “That would be awful!” Trina gasped and covered her mouth with horror. 

    “What are the Iudices?” the lady bear wondered as she cocked her head to the side. “I’ve never heard of them.” 

    “You wouldn’t have,” Miraya answered and shook her head. “They judge the spirit world. Most people in this world never have any reason to know who they are. Lord Evan is just a rare person who has not only seen them but fought one of them and survived.” 

    “Yeah, I’m kind of a big deal.” I smirked and laughed. “But we need to make sure her sisters are safe. The Noble Sword spirits are important.” 

    “Indeed, the Noble Swords have been known to turn the tides of a war,” Laika agreed, and her furry gray ears twitched atop her head as she bared her wolfy teeth. “If the spirits are in any kind of trouble, then all their kingdoms are in danger, too.” 

    “Then we better get to the Breach and get it closed,” I grunted before I turned back to Ravi. “Can you rebirth on the way?” 

    “That’s my plan.” The phoenix smiled with her beak again and fluttered her wings at her sides. “Just lay my otra veza into the back with the lid open. Once I burn, cover my ashes with the lid, so nothing else gets inside.” 

    “We’ll guard it during the trip,” Polina volunteered and raised her hand. 

    “Yes, we won’t let anything get inside,” Marina vowed. 

    “Especially not water,” Ravi reminded them. “If my ashes get wet, I can’t be reborn.” 

    “Nothing will come close,” Trina promised as she put her hand over her heart. “We’ll protect you, Ravi.” 

    “Then I’ll see you all in the morning,” the phoenix declared. 

    The dryads clambered up into the wagon, and I handed Marina the otra veza. She carefully laid the box on a blanket and opened the lid as Ravi glided over to land in the red velvet. The phoenix nodded her head, and then a burst of flames shot out from her feet. 

    This time, she didn’t reappear in her other form, but a pile of golden ashes took her place inside the box. 

    “Fascinating,” Alyona exhaled, and her violet eyes were wide with amazement. “Is this what it looked like in the desert?” 

    “Well, I didn’t see the elder tribe members’ ashes this close, but she said they were all in the ashes,” I murmured and looked up at the dryads. “Just keep her safe.” 

    “Like our own lives depend on it,” Polina swore. 

    “Okay, let’s get everything else ready to go,” I announced. 

    The rest of us loaded up into the wagons, and Laika grabbed the reins. 

    Then we headed for the Mihireti Mountains. The mountains were home to the seat of the White Jade Sect, where King Rodion ruled over Rahma. I’d met the king on a few occasions, but this was my first time to visit him in his home. I imagined the palace to be pretty fancy since he was the king of the whole country or kingdom or however it was here. 

    Once Alyona was crowned queen, and I took my place next to her as king, I’d make sure the palace had a home for my hoard of treasures. I pictured a huge room with purple and black velvet hanging from the walls while my enormous pile of gold and jewels filled the floor from wall to wall. Then I envisioned myself like that cartoon where the rich old duck dove into his money piles and swam around. 

    Perfection. 

    “My lord?” Alyona’s quiet voice cut through my daydream as she peered at me with bright amethyst eyes. “Did you hear me?” 

    “Oh, uh, sorry.” I cleared my throat and shook my head to focus on the princess. “What’s up?” 

    “I asked what you saw in the portal at Nian’s house,” she said with a giggle. “Were you daydreaming about it?” 

    “No, actually, I was picturing our future,” I chuckled. “The portal… I saw Earth. It was clear as day, just like when you portal us and we can see through the window where we’re going.” 

    “And you’re certain it was Earth?” The princess twisted a white lock of hair around her finger as she spoke. 

    “As certain as I can be without going through it,” I replied and shrugged. “It had this big statue, the Statue of Liberty is what it’s called, that’s a pretty big deal in America.” 

    “And nowhere else has it?” she prodded. 

    “Well, not that I know of,” I admitted and frowned. “I haven’t exactly traveled through all the realms.” 

    “Of course,” she murmured before she reached into her spatial storage and pulled out one of the books from Nian’s house. “But it would appear Nian has traveled them extensively.” 

    “What do you mean?” My interest was piqued as I looked over the princess’ shoulder to the book she’d laid open across her lap. 

    “We already knew Nian was a member of the Green Glass Sect,” Alyona explained. “And his journals confirm he was an extremely skilled mage. In fact, I believe he’s the one who taught the Fisherman how to create the portal to the underworld.” 

    “Why do you think that?” I wondered as I glanced over the pages written in Nian’s messy scrawl. 

    “Look.” The princess flipped through the pages until she reached an entry with no date and pointed about halfway down the page. 

    The Sage has sent me a student. He holds an important power, but his skills are quite different from my own. He calls himself the Fisherman, as he is able to “catch” power from others. Where I know how to seek out power, he can actually capture it. Soon, he will be able to travel as I can to find the ones he seeks to strip of their magic. 

    “What the fuck…” I trailed off and skimmed the rest of the page. “So, the Fisherman could take power, which we knew because he tried to take mine, but Nian could find power. How does that work?” 

    “I imagine like the spell we used in Kana to find the relics,” Alyona answered, and her eyes were lit up with exhilaration. “I don’t think he had any kind of special ability, or you would have assimilated it when you killed him, but I think it was simply a skill he honed over time.” 

    “That makes sense,” I mused as I ran my fingers through my hair and then pointed at another page. “Here, look. ‘I’ve finally realized why my portals have been limited. Now that my power is expanded, new worlds abound.’ What do you think he meant by that?” 

    “Well, new worlds could mean the other realms.” Naomi’s voice quivered as she peered over Alyona’s shoulder from the seat behind us. 

    Alyona thumbed through a few more pages. “But how did he expand his power?” 

    “Could it have been with the same ritual we’re going to do?” I wondered. “I didn’t see any signs of a woman there, but I mean, I don’t judge if there was a dude instead.” 

    “Helmi didn’t mention Nian having a lover of any type,” the princess murmured and frowned at the dead end. 

    “Perhaps the Fisherman gave him someone’s power,” Laika suggested. “He said that’s what people came to see him for, right?” 

    “By the gods, I think that must be it!” Alyona exclaimed. 

    “So, if we bind our magic, you’ll be strong enough to open a portal to anywhere?” I wondered. “Even Earth?” 

    “I suppose so,” my fiancée said in a soft voice and looked down at the book. “Do you… do you want to go back?” 

    “Kind of,” I admitted and then saw her shoulders droop. “Not to stay! I just want to visit my aunt. She’s the only family I had left there, and now she’s all alone.” 

    “How awful,” the wolf Demi-Human gasped. “She has no one?” 

    “Not without me,” I replied. “I tried to send her a message, but I don’t know if she ever got it.” 

    “A message?” Alyona echoed and looked up at me with confusion etched across her face. “How?” 

    “One of my little dragon messengers.” I shrugged. “I gave it the message, it flew off, and then it poofed. I haven’t seen it come back.” 

    “It poofed?” Laika raised a gray eyebrow, and her lips curled up in amusement. 

    “Well, yeah,” I chuckled. “I don’t know how else to explain it. It doesn’t matter anyway. If it isn’t back by now, I doubt it made it.” 

    “You never know,” Alyona murmured. 

    Her statement seemed to send all of us into deep thought, and silence overcame our wagon. Was it possible? Could she make a portal to Earth for me to finally find Aunt Emma? I knew by now I was meant to stay in Inati, but it couldn’t hurt to go make sure she was okay. The last thing I wanted was to leave her in turmoil about where I was, and though Emma was a pretty relaxed person overall, I knew she had to be torn up about where I’d disappeared to. 

    I could hear the dryads giggle on their wagon behind us, and Aaliyah, Rebecca, and Miraya discussed more fighting techniques while Nike chimed in every once in a while with his experience. 

    The rest of the day consisted of Alyona and Naomi reading through everything we’d found in Nian’s house and the Sect’s hideout. They found spells we could use, as well as spells the Sect might use, and now we know more about how to defend ourselves from them. It was an arduous task, and I was glad they didn’t ask me to help them read through it. I was never a fan of reading through the history books, but I knew I needed to help them somehow. 

    “I’m going to my spiritual sea for a while,” I announced suddenly. “I have something I need to do.” 

    “Okay,” Alyona replied as she narrowed her gaze at me. 

    “I’ll be back.” I grinned before I closed my eyes and dove into my spiritual sea. 

    The water was much warmer than the ocean we’d spent the past few days in, and I stroked through the calm waves to the sandy shore. I stepped onto the beach and looked around for a moment before I headed for the mountain. Then I veered to the right and followed the path that led to the rainbow tree forest of the Videnia. 

    I strolled through the brightly colored trees until I reached the clearing that would give me access to my ancestors’ history. I may not be much of a reader, but I was a damn good movie watcher. 

    The curtains with the dragon emblem dropped down around me, and I flicked through my ancestors’ images until I reached one I hadn’t seen before. 

    “Adrian,” I murmured as I tapped on the fox Demi-Human’s picture. 

    A series of stills popped up in front of me, and I swiped over them until I saw a marriage ceremony. Then I clicked the image, and the memory began to play. 

    A beautiful human woman with long, auburn hair walked toward Adrian with a crown of flowers on her head. She wore a silvery dress that draped the ground behind her, and her bright green eyes were focused on my ancestor. He stared at her, though I could see a crowd watching him, and at least a hundred other people sat in chairs on either side of the aisle the woman walked down. 

    She looks spectacular, I could hear Adrian’s thoughts as he watched the woman make her way closer. 

    He and I were both mesmerized by her sauntering forward, and then I had to take a mental step back as I realized she was probably my great-great-grandma or something.  

    At least the men in my family had good taste in women. 

    Then Adrian grabbed the woman’s delicate, gloved hand and helped her onto some kind of stage to join him, and they both turned to face another man who looked oddly familiar. 

    I stared at the face for a full five seconds before I realized he had to be related to King Rodion. He shared the same high brow and violet eyes, though he looked older than the king did, maybe around sixty. I knew old was a relative term in Inati, so this guy could have been six hundred for all I could tell. 

    Either way, he wore a gaudy gold robe with a pure white collar and held a large book open in front of him. 

    “Today, we join Lord Adrian of Hatra and Lady Sicily of Peoria in sacred marriage,” the man announced. 

    Okay, a wedding was not exactly the important historical moment I was looking for. 

    I skipped to the end of the memory and backed out to the bank of Adrian’s memories. I selected another three or four memories to watch, and I learned about the first trading routes from Hatra and the first battle of a long war with some city called Montar. 

    Then the memory after the battle caught my attention, so I clicked on it and found myself in the middle of a rainstorm. 

    Adrian held the Sword of Hatra above his head like a lightning rod while Sicily stood beside him. 

    “Peto quaero!” his wife screamed into the wind. “Peto quaero!” 

    Suddenly, a bolt of lightning zigzagged across the sky and smashed into the end of the blade. In the blink of an eye, the light was reflected back into the air, and about a dozen shooting stars fell from the sky all around them. 

    “What the hell?” I muttered as I searched for the flickering lights. 

    “It is done,” Sicily breathed and fell to her knees beside Adrian. 

    “Now, we will be able to find them,” Adrian declared. “The Noble Swords must be joined together again.” 

    “Are you sure about this, my lord?” Sicily asked with a quiver in her voice. “The gods separated them. How can we bring them back together?” 

    “The time will come,” he replied. “The Oracle has spoken.” 

    The scene faded out until I realized I was staring at the dragon curtain with my mouth open. 

    So, my ancestor had cast a spell to find the Noble Swords already, but no one had gone through with it. Why? Were they afraid of what the gods would do? I had to talk to Miraya about this. Surely, she knew what had happened. She’d been right there. 

    I stepped out of the circle, and the curtains disappeared into the rainbow trees as I sped away toward the beach. Then I sat in the sand and closed my eyes. 

    When I opened them again, I was back on the wagon, and Alyona, Naomi, and Laika were talking back and forth excitedly. 

    “Do you think he would want to do that?” Alyona asked with a note of uncertainty. 

    “Of course, he would!” Naomi replied and grinned. “Why wouldn’t he?” 

    “I don’t know,” the princess murmured as she turned toward me and noticed my eyes were open. “Oh! My lord, you’ve returned. How was your meditation?” 

    “Great, ah, what’s going on?” I raised an eyebrow when Alyona’s cheeks flushed a deep red. 

    “Um, it’s nothing, silly really,” she answered and looked back down at her lap. 

    “It’s not silly,” Laika argued. “And I’m sure if you just tell him, he would love it.” 

    “Tell me what?” I took Alyona’s hand in mine and squeezed. “Just tell me.” 

    “The Redimi Vincio ceremony,” Alyona began and then stopped and took a deep breath. “It can be combined with… a wedding.” 

    “That sounds great,” I said with a smile. “So, what’s the problem?” 

    “You, ah, don’t mind getting married already?” she asked and looked into my eyes. 

    “Of course not.” I shrugged. “I love you. I’d marry you now if you wanted. Or I’ll do it with the Vincio thing. Whatever you want. I just want to be with you forever, and I want you to start making some beautiful babies for me.” 

    “Oh, Lord Evan!” Alyona squealed. “We’ll begin the planning immediately!” 

    “Just don’t make me wear a tux,” I muttered and planted a kiss on top of her head. 

    “What’s a tux?” Laika wondered and scrunched up her nose. “It sounds awful.” 

    “It is,” I agreed. “And if they don’t exist here, this world is even better than I thought.” 

    The three girls giggled and began their wedding planning while I glanced over my shoulder and saw Miraya still sat with Rebecca, Aaliyah, and Nike.  

    I had to ask her about Adrian’s memory. 

    “What’s wrong?” Naomi asked when she saw me look behind us. 

    “I just need to talk to Miraya,” I answered. “I’ll be back.” 

    I hopped off the wagon and waited for their wagon to catch up before I slung myself up and over the side to plop down next to Miraya. 

    “Oh!” the spirit gasped. “Lord Evan, what are you doing?” 

    “I need to ask you about something I saw in the Videnia,” I replied. “Do you remember Lord Adrian?” 

    “Ah, yes,” she sighed. “His wife Sicily was so beautiful. He was always so sad to leave her behind when he went into battle. He’s the one who led Hatra to victory over Montar.” 

    “Yeah, that’s the guy,” I agreed. “Do you remember Sicily being a mage or a priestess or something?” 

    “Oh, yes, a priestess.” Miraya nodded her head vigorously. “She had been a healer for Peoria before she married Adrian. After she moved into the Lunar Palace, she preferred to only use magic when necessary. She was worried about tipping the scales of life and death.” 

    “But if Adrian asked her to, she would do magic?” I pushed. 

    “Of course,” the sword spirit confirmed. “He rarely asked, though. There was one time…” 

    “One time what?” Aaliyah asked, and I realized she and Rebecca sat on the edge of their seats as they waited for Miraya to continue. 

    “He asked her to help him find something,” Miraya murmured and tapped the side of her head. “She was very apprehensive, but she agreed to do it. Now, why can’t I remember what it was?” 

    “Did you ever take your corporeal form back then?” I wondered. 

    “No, I had always preferred my spirit form or to be in my master’s spiritual sea,” she replied and then smiled. “Before you, anyway. So, I would rarely leave my master’s side. What’s this all about?” 

    “I saw a memory of Lord Adrian’s,” I explained, and I had to slow down before all my words mushed together. “He and Sicily were standing in the rain, and she cast some spell. Then a lightning bolt hit the Sword of Healing, and a bunch of shooting stars landed all around him. He said they could use them to find the other Noble Swords.” 

    “What?” Nike gasped. “He wanted to find them all, too?” 

    “It wasn’t like he was trying to conquer the world,” I said. “It was more like he knew someone would need them one day.” 

    “So, did he find them?” Rebecca asked as she rubbed her clawed hands together in anticipation. 

    “I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “It looked like that was one of his last memories. He said the Oracle had spoken, so maybe that’s why he decided to try to round them up.” 

    “Incredible,” Aaliyah sighed. “And now, we’re finally going to do it.” 

    “So, if the spell told him where to look, did he tell you?” Rebecca wondered. 

    “Not exactly.” I frowned and ran my hand through my hair. “Maybe he wrote it down somewhere.” 

    “You saw the memory,” Miraya said after a moment. “Picture the shooting stars. Were there eleven of them?” 

    I closed my eyes and replayed the scene inside my head. 

    “Yeah, I think so,” I answered. “And they were scattered around me, er, Adrian.” 

    “Then they dropped on top of the locations of the swords!” Miraya exclaimed. “We can find them!” 

    “So, this is helpful, right?” I chuckled. “Because I wasn’t interested in reading all that other shit.” 

    “Yes, this will be how we find them,” the sword spirit agreed with a grin. “We will be able to find my sisters.” 

    “Good.” I smiled back at my obviously elated lover and squeezed her hand. “Now, let’s get to the mountains and, apparently, get Alyona and I married and bonded and whatever else the princess throws at me in the next day.” 

    “Married?” Aaliyah screeched. “We have so much to do for a wedding!” 

    “Well, feel free to join the planning party up there,” I laughed and pointed to the first wagon. 

    The lioness squealed and hopped down with Rebecca and Miraya right behind her. Then they ran up to the first wagon and climbed up to sit with Alyona, Naomi, and Laika. 

    “Wow, women seem to enjoy this wedding stuff,” Nike observed with a casual glance toward my lovers. “I thought you were just doing the bonding ceremony.” 

    “I guess you can do both.” I shrugged and laughed. “Whatever makes Alyona happy works for me. I just hope it works, so we can shut down the Breach.” 

    Nike nodded his agreement, and then we sat in silence and basked in the sunlight as we headed east for the mountains. 

    First, I’d marry and bind my magic with Alyona. Then we’d finally be able to shut down the Breach and get rid of the Green Glass Sect for good before we set off to find all the Noble Swords. 

    We had some big plans ahead of us, and I was so fucking ready. 

     

    End of Book 13 

    




 

    End Notes 

    Thank you for reading Dragon Emperor 13! I hope you really liked it. I’ll start working on the next Dragon Emperor as soon as this book has 100 reviews, so leave a review right here! 

    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 

    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next book is out. 

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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