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Chapter 1


Timeless, painted cinder block walls lined the lecture hall filled with fold-out stadium seating, currently packed with students. It was quiet as the professor jabbered on at the front of the class. I tried to pay attention, but it was growing increasingly difficult.
Not that the professor was boring.
I could feel the stares of my classmates. They bore into me with an almost physical presence created by the sheer number of them, but I ignored them as best as I could.
Frank chuckled to himself, some private joke in his head, before he all of a sudden was pressing his arm against mine, rubbing up against me.
I scowled, turning to face him which was beaming with amusement.
“What the heck do you think you are doing?” I whispered as Professor Turnball continued on with the lecture in Calc.
Frank gave me a flat stare in return. “I want whatever sort of mojo you have to rub off on me,” he hissed. “I’m not blind.” He nodded his head towards the rest of the room.
I sighed. The change in my notoriety among the paranormal was apparently enough that even Frank noticed. When I’d walked into class this semester, after being outed as the gold dragon, I’d immediately smelled all the paranormals in the class, and the room was packed. Far more than it had been the previous semester.
I’d pulled out my sunglasses so that I could shift and look around with my dragon eyes. Sure enough, the room was now stuffed with paranormals. And they weren’t even students I’d seen before. I had a feeling the school’s transfers had massively jumped this semester.
“Frank, there is no way that Maddie is going to let you have another girl,” I told my roommate. We’d had this conversation before; if he didn’t want to lose his dick for good, he needed to let the dream of Maddie accepting another woman go.
“No, I think I learned the trick from you. I just need to pick a girl that is just so insanely hot that even my existing ones will be into her.”
I nearly choked. “That’s not how it works, Frank. Besides, Jade and Scar don’t really like other girls.”
He gestured vaguely towards me, as if I was proof enough. “Then explain how you came home with Scarlett, Jadelyn, Kelly, and now this Morgana chick. Also, Morgana low-key terrifies me. Is she a serial killer? Actually, you know what? I’ll take one for the team if you need to break up with her and help you find out.”
I glared at Frank. Even the idea of giving up one of my women had the beast rising up in my chest, ready to claw them back. I also was probably giving off my own murderous vibes.
Frank, clearly seeing my reaction, showed me his palms. “Whoa. It was a joke.”
“Sorry. Just too many guys hit on them,” I made up an excuse. Not that I could tell him that I was an overly possessive dragon that considered his women part of his hoard.
“For sure, man. When we went to that house party last month, I was pretty sure those frat guys were borderline about to murder you just so they could console your women.”
I snorted as I tried to suppress a laugh, which drew Professor Turnball’s attention as she singled me out in the two-hundred-person class with a glare.
Just the thought of some frat guys trying to console Morgana was too funny. I wasn’t sure they’d survive, especially with how attached Morgana had gotten. I had not realized what it meant to finally get past Morgana’s emotional armor.
Once Turnball’s attention shifted elsewhere, Frank nudged me and broke me from my thoughts about Morgana. “Like that one. She won’t stop staring at you. Maddie might just fall in love seeing her for the first time.”
I followed Frank’s line of sight out of instinct, and I regretted it the moment I did. Our eyes locked, and I was now staring at the one paranormal I’d been ignoring as politely as I could.
The Fall Lady, second in line for the Winter court, was currently spending her off season going to college. That didn’t seem fishy at all.
Jadelyn had warned me of fae politics, and I had done my best to steer clear. Unfortunately, that slight moment of eye contact was like giving her permission to approach. A wicked smile spread across her face, and she turned back to pretend to listen to the lecture.
She was in all of my classes, and she kept finding small ways to do something for me. She was trying to win my favor after her mother had left me out to dry with Nat’alet, the rogue fae turned old god who had been stealing skins and walking around in them while trying to rile up a war between the magi and the paranormal.
Just your typical Tuesday for me now.
But Fall had taken an active role in the Paranormal Council that quietly ruled over Philly. There, she had backed me one hundred and fifty percent. Rupert, Jadelyn’s father, had noticed, and he was now cracking jokes with Claire about wedding shopping.
Now that I was outed as a dragon, everybody assumed I’d be building up a massive harem of ladies. Supposedly, the Bronze King had eight dragon wives and dozens of others, and as he’d recognized me as the next king, well, there were expectations.
I stared into my laptop screen, continuing to type as the professor talked. 
I had enough to worry about with the upcoming dragon conclave and what felt like my soon-to-be dragon king status. Not that I even knew how it worked. Was I the king already, or did they have to crown me?
“She’s sooooo hot.” Frank was nearly panting and still focusing on the Fall Lady.
He wasn’t wrong, but she’d also flay him alive if he tried to touch her. She currently had subtle glamours going to hide some of her more distinctly inhuman features. But like the few fae women I’d met so far, every movement of hers was like a sinuous dance and pumped blood south rather quickly.
“You get serial killer vibes from Morgana but not her?” I questioned.
“It’s okay—it would be worth it if she kills me after.” Frank said it a little too quickly. “Besides, don’t you think you have enough? I’ve heard about two Swiss beauties. And if Sabrina took off those glasses, put her hair up, and wore a dress rather than those potato sack clothes, she’d be in the running for hottest woman in your... little group.”
“You can say it; it isn’t a bad word.” I rolled my eyes at his antics.
“Harem.” He whispered it with a certain sense of satisfaction. “You have a harem, my dude, and it’s fucking awesome. No matter what anyone else says. If they think it’s stupid, I’ll bet they are just insanely jealous.”
While it might have been odd to me originally, I was used to it now. I had a harem, and it felt perfectly natural. “It is pretty cool, isn’t it?”
The hardest part was keeping the harem under control and keeping it personal rather than letting it just overflow with willing and nubile bodies.
The Scalewrights had offered to host Larisa and Chloe, two female dragons, after their mothers had left. The two of them were supposed to be around to teach me dragon politics, but so far, they seemed far more interested in rubbing up against me and trying to get me naked.
Scarlett, my first mate, was doing a fantastic job at trying to screen all the women throwing themselves at me.
And I appreciated that. But I also enjoyed getting to be around Frank and having a bit of normalcy. He wasn’t part of the paranormal world, and if there was one thing they all respected, it was that we didn’t tell humans what we were.
“And that’s it for today’s lecture. Your homework is on the website.” Turnball finished up the class, and the place was filled with the sound of rustling pages and zippers as everyone hurried to get out of calculus.
Never in my life had I seen people in such a rush as they all were to get away from math.
“Come on.” Frank had his backpack already zipped up and was ready to go.
I got up with him, still stuffing mine as I followed. “You know, you don’t always have to be in such a rush.”
“Life is short. Why waste another second in class?” Frank asked quietly, as if he’d offend everyone in the math building.
We were only a few steps out of class before the Fall Lady, Maeve, stepped up next to me.
Frank did a double take before extending his hand across my chest. “Hi, I’m Frank.”
“Maeve.” She gave Frank an amused smile, like one would give an exuberant child, before shaking his hand.
“Your hands are a little chilly. I bet if you came over to my place that I could help warm them up.” Frank said it about as smoothly as anybody could.
“Sure. You share a home with Zach?” Maeve asked for confirmation.
Frank scowled at me, like I was stepping on his turf, or like he wanted my help. It wasn’t clear, but the best thing I could do for my friend was for him to not get involved with a fae lady. That’s how humans ended up dead, or worse.
“Yeah, we are roommates. But you are welcome to have the place to yourself tonight, Frank,” I offered.
“Unfortunately, I’m otherwise occupied tonight,” Maeve quickly followed up. “But another night, perhaps? Maybe on neutral territory, like the bars?”
Frank grinned so widely that I thought his face would split.
I sped us up, quickly reaching a break in the path. Frank needed to go north for his next class, and I knew that Maeve would follow me to Chem, which we coincidentally seemed to share.
“We’ll get a date set up after the next class,” Frank replied quickly before taking the split with a happy hop to his step.
“Humans ar—”
I held up a hand to stop her. “Try not to phrase it like that. What do you want, Maeve? I don’t enjoy you teasing my roommate.”
“Ah. You misunderstand. He wants a single night of exquisite pleasure, correct? I will send a nymph from my court in my glamour with the request that she still leave his mind at least somewhat functioning afterwards.”
I stopped in my tracks, staring her down. “He is under my protection. No nymphs. No mind melting pleasure.”
Maeve frowned. “I feel as if I’ve misstepped once again with you. Please allow me to apologize. I will clarify with your roommate that my attempts were to get time with you.” 
She was straightforward, almost painfully so, as if she was suppressing her nature when she said that.
And I knew that would break Frank’s heart, but it was for the best. I picked back up my pace towards the class while she followed. “Fine. What did you want?”
“To apologize again.” She frowned. “It is very unusual for me to apologize to someone, and twice to you, in a single conversation,” she said as if I should be impressed with her.
When I didn’t react, she continued. “Fae do not lie. I must remind you of this before I say that I am truly sorry for what my mother did around Nat’alet. It was necessary.”
“That didn’t sound like much of an apology,” I commented.
Maeve scowled for the briefest moment. “This is what your first mate said I had to do.”
That sent warning bells off in my head. If Scarlett was directing her, that meant Maeve was interested in me. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. The idea of taking a fae into the harem sounded complex.
“Look, if you want me to not hold a grudge against your mother, then explain why it was necessary.”
“No one ever says logic is the way to a man’s heart,” Maeve grumbled under her breath. She sighed. “I know the Winter court has a very negative reputation, but what we do is vital for the world to keep turning, for seasons to change. That means we must keep a balance of strength between the two courts and go to war every season to bring on the next.”
That didn’t make sense to me. “Why go to war every season? Can’t you, I don’t know, peacefully give up power?”
“Winter blood must be shed every spring to allow summer to bloom. The summer warmth and sun that you love so much is bought with the death of my people.” Her face was stone cold before she sighed. “It is the way of things. If we put down arms and walked away, the world would remain a frigid, icy wasteland. Supposedly, we did that once upon a time.”
I suddenly thought of the world’s ice age and shivered. I still didn’t like the means, but I was glad that they kept the seasons turning. “Then Summer court blood is shed for winter to come?”
“Yes, or it would continue to grow warmer each day until all life on this planet withered.” She pointed out that neither extreme was viable. “So, we fight on. The strength of our forces waxes and wanes with the seasons, but ultimately, we trade the seat of power every year. Right now, I am absent from the war as Lady Spring leads the Summer court forces to war. Without me, the balance, the fight, is in Aurora’s favor. She’s pushing spring forward for her mother to take court and lead the summer, and our forces will retreat and ready themselves to push for fall once her power begins to wane.”
“That’s... a very harsh life.” I couldn’t imagine being constantly at war.
“It is the way of the fae. My mother regaining a portion of her power relieves a strain on us all. Many forces chip away at both queens’ power, and thus, we must reclaim it. It is vital for the cycle to continue. But I apologize that we prioritized that over intervening and stopping Nat’alet. Summer was pushing for us to rebalance,” Maeve explained.
The way she explained it made sense, even though it still felt foreign to me. Their struggles were vital for the world’s seasons to keep turning. But it truly sounded like a harsh, brutal life. 
“What about court politics?” I asked, interested in understanding more of their culture.
“Who do you think is safest from death with the warring of the seasons? Those giving the orders.” She smirked. “Nobles use the battles to prey on each other and climb up to safety near the top. And sometimes they attempt to do so through nefarious means. I myself survive numerous assassination plots every year.”
The picture she painted was pretty brutal. Backstabbing, constant war, assassination attempts. I knew the fae were ruthless, but it was even more intense than I’d imagined. 
“It must be hard to make friends.”
Maeve smiled. “I have a close confidant, one that I trust entirely. And I get along with Aurora. We are rivals, but we also understand each other.”
“Don’t you want to kill each other?” I became puzzled.
“No.” Maeve shook her head. “If I killed Aurora one season, it would snow in the deserts.”
I nodded, understanding again. Balance was key.
She smiled up at me. “Does that make a better apology than just saying ‘I’m sorry’?”
“Much. I guess when it comes to saving a few human lives or not triggering a major shift in global weather patterns that could kill millions, there is some logic in what your mother did.” 
I accepted that maintaining a balance between the queens and keeping them both alive had a new level of importance, but I still wondered if there wasn’t something her mother could have done to help in that moment. 
“So, what are you doing here if there needs to be a balance?” I asked.
Maeve only grinned at me as her eyes raked over my body. “Appreciating the new dragon king. You have the ability to shift the tides of war. I’m taking the time to get to know you and hopefully convince you that the Winter court isn’t some insidious entity to be burned out.”
“I think you’re doing a fantastic job at that.” I laughed with her. “What else?”
She pushed open the door to the chemistry room and sat down next to me before continuing. This time, her words were quiet, like whispers of silk over my ear. 
“Maybe I’m hoping to enjoy some time with you, too. Not all dragon kings are as handsome as you are, and I have heard that dragon tongues can do wonders.” She purred the last word, and it vibrated straight down to my libido.
I was thrown off by just how quickly my body jumped to attention. The beast bumped in my chest, demanding that we prove to her just how fantastic a dragon’s tongue and other body parts could be.
But I shoved him down and her attempt to rile me up with it.
“Oh look. It’s the succubus that wears sacks.” Maeve gave Sabrina a chilling smile as Sabrina slid into the seat on my other side. Given that Maeve only wore clothes that were practically painted onto her, I figured any other clothes could be considered sacks.
“I think you mean the succubus who did everything she could to help me in the battle against Nat’alet, helping us freeze the trolls instead of killing those innocent people? The one who helped me before she knew I was some dragon king?” 
Maeve swallowed hard, and in my peripheral vision, I saw Sabrina go from slightly wilted to sitting up straight. 
Feeling that the scales had been rebalanced, I focused back on the class. I had no desire to settle squabbles outside of my harem. The rest of the class filtered into the room. Once again, the number of paranormals suddenly interested in chemistry seemed to have grown.
“Sorry,” Maeve commented, once again apologizing. Her brow furrowed as she seemed to realize that was three times that day.
I smiled to myself, wondering if that was some new record for the otherwise icy woman. I was curious what Lady Spring would be like; something told me she’d show up in my classes as soon as her part of the season shifted.
“Hey, Zach,” Sabrina finally spoke up from beside me.
I looked over, giving her a warm smile. I liked Sabrina. She was probably the only woman that hung around me who wasn’t trying to get into my pants.
It was sort of odd, given that she was a succubus.
Sabrina was also on her best behavior. She was a young succubus, and she was still figuring out her place in the world. At the moment, she was learning magic from one of the world’s most renowned magi. But after she had been outed as a demon, she had joined me at college, which provided a safe space among paranormals of the city.
As a succubus, she was inherently quite powerful, but so far, she’d kept everything under the radar. The Paranormal Council that helped oversee paranormals in the city had left her alone as a result.
And she did wear rather baggy clothing that hid her shape. I couldn’t help but wonder if she was purposely trying to be less desirable or why she did it.
“Hello, Sabrina. Is that a new backpack?” I couldn’t help but notice it since the color stuck out. I wasn’t aware they made backpacks in puke green.
“No, uh... it got too close to a... project.” She leaned forward with the last word, but I knew she meant magic. “Oh, class is starting.” She faced forward, giving the professor her full attention.
I leaned back in my seat and tried to pay attention despite Maeve’s attempts to get a rise out of me by rubbing her leg against mine. Something told me that, now that she’d gotten the slightest opening, I’d find her next to me in the rest of my classes.
But there were only a few more classes before I’d be taking a break. Spring equinox was approaching, and I’d be off to the dragon conclave.




Chapter 2


“My boy, there you are,” Rupert greeted me excitedly as I walked onto the green. “Scarlett had your clubs brought over.” 
He gestured to my first wife, who was wearing a preppy white shirt and a distractingly short skirt. I couldn’t help it as my eyes lingered on her, taking in my beautiful Kitsune, even if she did have her tails and ears hidden at the moment.
A small giggle sounded to her side, and I turned to take in Jadelyn. She had her blonde hair up in a high ponytail, and a proper golf outfit hugging her body.
“You two...” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We can find a caddie, and you two can come along normally.”
“Nope. I didn’t bring my clubs,” Jadelyn replied. “Besides, you still need all the help I can give you on golf. Remember last time?”
I shrugged, brushing off that incident. “People lose balls from time to time when golfing. You said so yourself.”
Scarlett coughed a laugh. “Not everyone sends them into orbit.”
I rolled my eyes. Golf was hard for me; I was still learning how to temper my strength and not end up bending the club with my swing. It was an exercise in restraint, one that my lovely mates loved to test.
Rupert had bought me an apparently very nice set, according to Jadelyn. I didn’t want to ruin it right in front of him.
“Come on. I told them we’d meet them on the green.” Rupert hooked an arm around my shoulder and dragged me into the golf cart while the two girls piled in the back, holding onto the bags. We would certainly have the best-looking caddies on the green.
Rupert, who looked like a bust of Poseidon that had come to life, he was thrilled to have me around since he’d learned that I was a dragon the past winter. He really put me up on a pedestal.
“So, who’s the guest that is important enough that you only have trusted people as your caddies?” I asked, sensing something was off with the girls being caddies instead of a random siren like normal.
Rupert looked over his shoulder at Jadelyn. “Did you tip him off?”
“Not a word, nor an unsaid gesture,” she promised.
“You are getting sharper,” Rupert laughed. “They are guests from the Yangze Valley. They are fierce competitors, and I recognize their caddie. He is a Shenlong and a very famous hit man.”
“Wait, you brought me for protection?” I frowned. That wasn’t the deal, though I wouldn’t begrudge my father-in-law.
Rupert looked hurt. “No, just for posturing. It’s the Yangze people, always about face, honor, and whatnot. If he brings a dragon, I have to bring a dragon too.”
“Shenlong aren’t dragons,” I replied. They were an offshoot of something else—very strong, but not dragons.
“Tell them that,” Rupert grunted. “At the very least, they will insist that they are relatives of dragons. Besides, you said you liked golf.”
Scarlett snickered behind me.
I hated golf. Holding back so much made me want to growl and really let loose. Throw a few fireballs, wash out a parking lot with dragon fire.
Rupert pulled the golf cart up to two Asian men. One stood relaxed with his arms behind his back, facing away from us, seemingly enjoying a peaceful moment. The other was vigilant in his stance, as if combat was going to start any moment. 
“Afternoon, Touru.”
“Ah, you are back, you scaly bastard.” The older of the two Asian men turned around to regard Rupert with a smile. He was an older, graying man, with eyebrows like two fuzzy caterpillars.
Instantly, his grandfatherly vibe made him likable, which only made me more wary.
“I thought it wise to announce our arrival. I wasn’t sure if you could see me through those bushy eyebrows,” Rupert jabbed him right back.
“A wise man once said that you shouldn’t judge a man by his eyebrows,” Touru joked.
They seemed more like old friends than business rivals who needed an assassin with them. But I was still learning the politics of the paranormal world. The Fall Lady and Spring Lady were technically enemies on opposing sides of war, but they also seemed to have a camaraderie between them.
I wondered who stood opposed to me in the paranormal world.
“Now, who is this you’ve brought with you?” Touru focused on me with what bordered on excitement.
Rupert’s business partners were often giddy to meet the new dragon king, and he played it off every time as if it was the most casual thing in the world.
“Oh, just my son-in-law.” Rupert patted me on the shoulder. “This is Zach Pendragon.”
“Pleasure to meet you, sir.” I held out my hand to shake his.
As my arm moved, his bodyguard went rigid, as if I had just slapped him.
“I assume a handshake is okay?” Chuckling, I didn’t withdraw it, just let it waggle a little before him.
Touru grabbed my hand and pumped it twice with a firm grip. “You’ll have to excuse him. The stories we’ve heard of you might be a little exaggerated. Supposedly, you killed a god and closed heaven’s gates after angels had offended you.”
“Ah.” I let out a small laugh. “Well, I did kill a god, but he was sort of old and shriveled up. And as for heaven, much of that was with the help of my wife, Morgana Silverwing.”
Touru laughed with me. “Oh yes, I’m not sure which is more terrifying, having the dragons at your back or one of the world’s most dangerous persons as your wife.” He continued in good nature, but he spoke what sounded like a sharp rebuke of his guard in Mandarin.
The Shenlong watched me warily, as if I were a serpent poised to strike.
“Come on. We came to golf, didn’t we?” Rupert’s voice boomed out as he tried to bring the tension back down. 
He walked over to the tee, where Jadelyn was placing his ball on it. My father-in-law actually loved to golf. Jadelyn handed him a club, and Rupert lined up before slicing it through the air, sending the ball flying with a crisp clack.
He froze mid-pose until the ball landed on the first hole’s green. “I’ll take it.” He handed the club back to Jadelyn.
“We shall see. I’ll bet you ten that I beat you in the first half.” Touru set himself up and wiggled his hips.
I leaned back and whispered to Jadelyn. “Ten thousand?” I asked, assuming it was more than just ten dollars.
“Million,” she corrected me.
And in that moment, I was out of the running for any bets with them. My dragon was not going to risk that type of money. I could feel the beast inside of me metaphorically clutching its pearls at the idea of betting that kind of money.
Touru clipped his ball. It went wide to the right but arched back over, landing right next to Rupert’s ball.
“I’ll take that bet,” Rupert said as Touru started walking with him.
The Shenlong looked back at me for a moment with a warning before continuing. I just hoped I didn’t accidentally hit anyone and knock them unconscious.
“Here, just control your breathing and aim for the hole.” Scarlett handed me a club while she gave me terrible advice.
“Gee, thanks. I never would have guessed. You don’t know how hard it is to hit something hard, but not activate dragon strength.” I stuck my tongue out a little as I focused and wound up to hit the ball.
“You do it during sex all the time.” Jadelyn threw out right with my downswing.
I stumbled on my swing, yet still managed to smash it high into the air. “Damn it, Jade.”
But she was shielding her eyes from the sun as she watched the ball. It soared high, aiming right for the green and landing with a bounce. It rolled right into the cup.
“Damn, that worked,” Scarlett sounded surprised. “You were right, Jade. Just have to get him out of his own head.”
“Do not bring up sex every time,” I growled.
Jadelyn gave me a smirk and a helpless shrug. “If it works, who am I to challenge the method? Try thinking of sex for your next swing.”
Unbelievable. “So, is the plane all ready for tomorrow?” I happily changed the subject.
“Fueled, ready, and the pilot is on standby. We’ll leave in the morning. And security will arrive twenty minutes early to do a sweep of the plane,” Scarlett answered.
Jadelyn was practically vibrating next to me. “I can’t believe I’m going to meet the Bronze King and a bunch of other dragons!”
“This is serious. From what the Bronze King implied and everybody else seems to believe, I’m about to become the King. And that means it won’t just be me trying to get dragons to go to war with the Templar; I will be making the call.” The stress of the impending dragon conclave had been weighing on me.
“If you don’t want war, say no. And Morgana shut down the celestial plane’s portal. We have time,” Jadelyn spoke as if it was a simple switch to flip.
I grunted. A part of me wanted to tear the celestials and the Church to pieces. What they had done to the Silver Slave was unforgivable, but starting a war that would claim countless lives in return wasn’t ideal. I still wasn’t sure what was the right answer, but I’d have to come to a decision.
The celestial plane would open a new portal somewhere in the world. It was only a matter of time. Our celestial problem was delayed, but not gone.
And they weren’t my only problem. While I’d taken out Nat’alet, I still hadn’t solved the issue that his organization presented. Somebody was out there pulling strings, and I didn’t like that. I had no idea who they were.
“Get out of your head and just relax.” Scarlett got in the golf cart and pulled it up beside me. “Worrying won’t solve anything, and soon you’ll have a small army to help you. Can we just relax for now before all the chaos begins?”
I hopped in the golf cart, and we puttered down to join the others.
“Great way to start off the game,” Rupert laughed. “Glad you aren’t in on the bet.”
“Oh, maybe we can strike up a bet between you and me.” Touru scratched at his chin. “I have a daughter—”
Before he could finish his statement, small pops went off, one after another. Being around Morgana as much as I had, I recognized the noise instantly.
My hand turned into sharp claws as I flipped and lifted the golf cart up like a shield in front of our group, unceremoniously dumping the girls out of the cart.
The staccato of gunfire trailed off, and I pulled the golf cart away only to whip my arm in the direction of a speeding black SUV. It was peeling away on the road that butted up against the golf course.
A fireball raced out from my palm, striking the SUV. It exploded and ripped the SUV apart in a sudden inferno. Glass-shattered panels melted, and its tires rolled free.
We stood for a moment in silence, everybody processing what had just happened.
“Anyone hurt?” I asked, looking around. Nobody seemed harmed. 
Rupert and Jadelyn were dusting grass off their clothes from where Scarlett had knocked them down. Touru was readjusting his clothes as he got up as well.
“We are fine,” Scarlett confirmed but looked down at the SUV. “It will be hard to figure out who did it now.”
A hub cap rolled across the green and bumped into the discarded golf cart.
“My bad. I just reacted.”
Touru laughed. “Wow, not only did I get to meet the new dragon king, but I got to witness him destroy an attacker with a flick of his wrist. Truly marvelous.”
This was clearly not Touru’s first assassination attempt. He seemed relatively calm as he picked up his club and walked over to his ball.
“Alright, let’s get this hole finished. I’d like to move deeper into the course and away from the highway,” Scarlett grumbled, continuing to scan the area around us for any threats.
***“You were shot at?” Kelly mumbled with bobby pins in her mouth. She turned around as she was pinning her hair back. Her eyes shifted wolf on me.
“Well, I’m not sure who they were aiming at. So, technically, I’m not sure I was shot at.” I shrugged it off. Bullets wouldn’t do much to my body either way, not since I’d become a dragon and leveled up as it were after eating the Silver Slave.
“Besides, if I was the target and they’d done even an ounce of research, they would have known they’d need more than a gun.”
My reasoning didn’t seem to calm her at all.
“I just don’t like you getting shot at.” She leaned forward into the mirror and continued to work on her hair.
While I should be appreciating the work she was doing, my eyes were drawn down to her tight rear in the little black dress she was wearing for our date tonight.
“Compared to angels, trolls, corrupt werewolves, and old gods, it isn’t a giant threat. It would be more like someone scoffing at me before.” I laid back on her bed in the pack house.
Since Kelly had become the first female alpha, she’d had some work to do to solidify her pack and put back together her father’s pack house.
I’d thought that cleaning up her father’s old warehouse-bunker would take massive amounts of work after the pack had wrecked it, but it turned out that werewolves could do construction work pretty quickly. They’d even extended it, building it further underground.
Kelly’s room had also been connected to Morgana’s Atrium, giving me access to her room. Morgana had connected all my mates.
Kelly crawled over me, hiking up her dress to show the ruby red panties she wore underneath as she sat on my hips. “We could always be a little late?”
I smiled, giving her a kiss and traced my mark on her collar. She had squirmed and fought me like the alpha she was when I marked her. “No, we can’t, and you know it. Frank will throw a fit. He’s been bugging me since he learned I could get him free burlesque show tickets at Bumps in the Night.”
“Morgana is totally going to be dancing for you. Are you okay with him seeing that?” Kelly asked, pushing off of me.
I knew that Morgana liked to dance, but it hadn’t escaped my notice that she only ever danced if I was in the crowd. And when she did, she stared at me the entire time. She also never showed too much. She just enticed and seduced me, and I loved every minute of it.
There was one time a guy had gotten on stage, trying to get to her. My beast had not been a fan and had quickly determined a number of ways to tear the man apart, but my other mates had kept me under control while Morgana’s security had removed the problem.
“I know that look.” Kelly looked into my eyes.
“It will be fine. I have no issue with her dancing as long as someone doesn’t try to get up there again.” I shrugged. The possessiveness was a part of my nature, and I was done trying to fight it.
“Then let’s go, my broody dragon. My hair isn’t going to stay this nice for long, though, so you’ll need to appreciate it now. You can appreciate my ass and the lingerie I’m wearing for you later.” 
She bounced off of me and moved over to a full-length mirror on the wall. She pushed a dual-latch switch, and it swung it off the wall to a hallway behind it.
I had to duck to enter behind the mirror, but it provided an excellent cover for the secret passageway.
Kelly sealed it behind us and entered the main hall of the atrium before hooking her arm in mine. “I hate that I’m not coming with you to Dubai.”
Kissing her cheek, I worked to reassure her. I understood why she was staying behind. “You have pack duties to attend to. And as big of a deal as it is, I’m sure it will have plenty of boring, administrative moments. Just a bunch of very, very old dragons grumbling about some golden years that are from before we were born.”
Kelly sighed. “Okay, maybe I dodged a bullet. But it would be fun to see Scarlett clam jam a bunch of snooty dragons. She’s done a great job with Chloe and Larisa.”
“She’s not clam jamming them. She’s just screening applicants.” I barely believed the words as I said them.
“Sure, sure. Whatever you want to call it.” Kelly pulled out her phone from her clutch and opened The App.
“Please put that away,” I groaned.
Kelly snickered. “No way. This thing is endless amusement.” She swiped on the screen as a myriad of women’s profile pictures showed on the screen.
“What are you even going to do with them?”
“Who knows?” She shrugged before putting it back away as we approached another door.
I opened the door, black lights streaming out from the space on the other side as thumping music played. Morgana’s club, Bumps in the Night, came to life before us.
The music flooded the space, and people danced drunkenly throughout the first level down of the club. This area was still normal people; it wasn’t until lower into the club that it started to turn more… paranormal.
“Zach!” Frank waved to get my attention while yelling at me from the bar.
Maddie waved far less dramatically from next to him and spoke once we got closer. “You look great, Kelly.”
“You too, girl. You look fantastic in purple.” Kelly gave Maddie a big hug and then dragged her over to the bar to get more drinks.
Frank offered me a fist to bump, and I obliged him. “Dude, where are the rest?”
“Scarlett and Jadelyn had a sorority thingy. Something about girl bonding.”
“And Morgana?” he asked.
“Part of the show,” I grumbled.
Frank’s eyes got wide with anticipation, and my beast growled in my chest. 
“Whoa, I just was interested. I’d never.” Frank held up his hands, seeing a little anger in me.
“Kidding. Come on, get a drink. They are free when you are with me.” I patted him on the shoulder and directed him after the ladies who were already ordering at the bar.
“How much will that be?” Maddie asked the bartender.
He took one look at me and waved her off with a smile. “No charge, not for friends of Zach’s.”
Maddie looked at me strangely, as if she thought I was suddenly suspicious.
“Morgana owns the place, and the people here know me.” I drank free and so did anyone with me.
“Yeah, but he looked at you like he worshiped you,” she said, keeping the frown on her face.
He was a... something... I forgot what. But the entire paranormal community seemed generally in awe of my dragon heritage. 
“Just friendly with the staff.”
Maddie put it aside as soon as she had her drink that looked like liquid sapphires, and took a sip. “This is fantastic!” 
I was pretty sure I had seen the bartender use the good stuff under the counter.
Frank and I got our own drinks before we made our way down to the third level. That was where it was spooky dark, except for a stage washed in dim cool light.
I moved over to a table I knew had been reserved for us and sat down, the others joining me. We got a few odd looks given that no one else had reserved a table. Perks of being mated to the owner.
Just as we sat, the music kicked up, and a woman spun out on stage, followed by three more to do their number. Frank’s eyes were glued to the stage with fascination.
This song was a peppy one, meant to warm everybody up. The girls danced and flipped their skirts, giving just the slightest glimpse of what was underneath.
It wasn’t until partway through the show that Morgana strutted out wearing nothing but a dress of silk strips that danced down her body as she moved through a solo number.
The strips were expertly placed and weighted, so as she slid from one movement to another, the crowd was leaning towards the stage in anticipation of the silk strips parting and giving the crowd a good view of her flesh. Yet it never quite happened. I had my limits.
The entire time, her eyes were locked on mine, and she ended the number by rolling off the stage and strutting through the crowd. It felt more like exhibitionism while being with me than showing herself off to others.
When she landed in my lap and rubbed herself up against me, I was pretty sure all the men in the front row wanted to murder me. But the show continued, the earlier dancers getting back up on stage and drawing their attention once more.
“Wow,” Frank said with a small clap for Morgana. “That was incredible.”
“Thank you.” Morgana purred in her Swiss accent. The silken strips on her dress danced over my skin, giving me goosebumps and terrible ideas. 
But it felt just slightly off. She was wearing her amulet tightly around her neck, like a choker. It helped hide her paranormal qualities, and while she was still stunning, she wasn’t quite my Morgana.
I missed her blue skin.
“Blueberry.” Kelly cleared her throat. “This is my date.”
“But I just did all that work, furball.”
The two glared at each other, and I thought I felt a little static build up between them before they broke it.
Morgana bent her neck down and started leaving little vampire venom infused kisses along my neck that made me relax and my cock strain against my jeans. 
“I’ll see you later,” she whispered before sweeping her legs off me in a fluid motion and speaking up louder. “Have a good date night. Try not to come home covered in hair.”
Kelly scowled at her, but let it go, pushing herself back up against me. “She did that on purpose.”
“What?” I said, feeling like I was missing something.
“Nothing.” Kelly pushed it aside and plastered a smile on her face. “Let’s go dancing.”




Chapter 3


The engines on Jadelyn’s private jet whirred up as the six of us leaned back in our seats.
The inside of the plane was all suede leather and white paneling. A cluster of circular seats filled the front, with a bed in the back. It only had a thin, white curtain for a barrier, if it was even needed.
I didn’t love that Kelly was staying in Philly. A part of my dragon nature hated being apart from any of my mates, but the pack really needed her leadership. She couldn’t go gallivanting all over the globe right now.
Twenty of her bitches were pregnant after their beta males had been given a special serum, courtesy of Hestia’s alchemical skills and my special ingredient.
The sudden pregnancy of so many of the cheerleaders by the football men had caused a bit of a scandal. She needed to be there to run PR and keep everything in check.
The paranormal world was eating it up, though. Packs had always needed the alpha male to impregnate the women, so the speed with which the pack was getting pregnant was considered a miracle. Not to mention Kelly had some very happy beta males.
Her pack had gone through an expansion with the news spreading. Wolves were breaking away from their packs and coming into town, hoping to join Kelly’s as the news of her pack spread.
“Have a good night with Kelly?” Jadelyn asked. Her question roused the curiosity of the two dragons aboard the plane.
Larisa and Chloe leaned so far forward in their seats that I thought they might topple out if it weren’t for the seatbelts I’d insisted they wear.
The two of them couldn’t have been more different. Larisa was sinuous, with subtle curves along her athletic form. Her hair was always up in a different, yet equally intricate style. And she usually had two wisps of her white hair framing her face. She was also very petite, a whole head shorter than Chloe.
Chloe was all curves, with dark black hair that looked slightly blue when the light hit it just right, like lightning on a dark night. Her midnight hair trailed down her back, over whatever band t-shirt she wore that day.
“It was a fantastic night, even if Morgana had to poke her.” I looked over at my partner in my mercenary business and the world’s only drow vampire.
“I didn’t poke her. I just came and sat on your lap. In fact, if I remember correctly, you were the one poking me.” She smiled wide enough to show off her fangs.
“Poking you with his dick!” Scarlett howled with laughter.
Both of the dragons on the plane fiddled with their seatbelts. It didn’t take a genius to know what they wanted to do.
Scarlett put out a hand to stop them. “Do not go and try to sit in his lap.”
Larisa let out a deep growl, far too deep for her petite frame. “You do not get to order me around. I am a dragon, daughter of the Bronze King.” 
She unclicked her seatbelt with a finality, but didn’t move yet.
“You get out of your seat, and I will guarantee that you never get my approval for Zach’s harem,” Scarlett rebuked her, remaining completely calm.
Larisa looked like she was fighting with herself as her eyes shifted and her nails grew into claws. Chloe placed a hand on top of hers.
“Calm down. You are speaking to the next dragon king’s harem.” Chloe stared hard at Larisa.
The white dragon snorted, but she calmed herself and re-buckled her seatbelt. “I’m just surprised that the dragon king gets his harem limited by his mates.”
“You’ll have to try harder if you want a rise out of me,” I said calmly. “Scarlett is my first mate, and I’ve given her the task of screening potential mates. Do you realize there is an entire app dedicated to women wanting to date me?”
Larisa’s eyes flashed with recognition, but her words said another story. “Nope. That’s probably someone preying on women. Right?”
“Actually, I have a login for it. Well, Kelly has my login for it too. She has swiped through quite a few.”
Larisa’s mouth nearly fell open. “You mean you actually can swipe through all of that? Why haven’t you swiped right on me?”
I pulled out my phone and showed her the app. “I have thirty thousand matches. There’s not enough time in the day for me to go through all of these.”
Larisa swiped it out of my hand and leaned back as Chloe tried to peer around her shoulder. “Holy shit. She’s hot. This is my competition?”
“No.” I paused. “Well, I guess. But what I’m saying is that Scarlett is doing me a favor. She’s helping screen who would be a good match in my harem. And anybody who cannot share me or respect my current wives is definitely not going to be a good fit.” 
I stared Larisa down, making sure to set the boundaries.
“So if Scarlett is filtering them, why download the app and look through it?” Larisa kept swiping, clearly wanting to find herself as if that would make a difference.
I shrugged. “The girls found it first, and I couldn’t help but be curious. The authentication they made me go through was insane.”
Both of the dragons raised their heads, curious about that, but I wasn’t going to repeat that memory.
“Anyway. Scarlett is my first mate, and she will help me pick suitable candidates.” I could already see them about to interject, so I held up my hand to forestall them. “We all know the considerable pressure that will be applied to me to mate with other dragons. Something about me being able to restore lost lineages. But I think it would be overall detrimental if those people disturbed my harem and then me.”
Chloe kept a firm hand on Larisa as she spoke. “We understand, King. But you should know that we are under considerable pressure as well. We were given an opportunity to meet you ahead of many of the eligible dragons at the conclave.”
I nodded, remembering how pushy their mothers had been before leaving the two women with me. “You’ve helped me understand some of what will be expected of me at the conclave and how things work. I am very thankful for that, and I’ve enjoyed the time getting to know you a bit.”
Larisa snorted. “You’ve avoided us except for when we scheduled a session to coach you on dragon traditions.”
“This might surprise you, but I’m quite busy.” I crossed my arms and leaned back, not at all happy with the direction this was going. I did not intend to defend myself when we weren’t even dating. “Have you even tried to get to know the rest of my mates?”
“She tried to bribe me,” Scarlett piped up, more than happy to tell me anything.
“Not the point,” I sighed. “The point is that I need a group behind me, supporting me through all of this, not bickering.” I turned my attention to the dragons. “Not bribing my other wives or accepting bribes from others. The last thing I need is for any of you to become my weakness, either by distracting me or giving away information about my family.”
My glare seemed to mellow the two dragons out.
“We understand. You are young and on the precipice of great burdens. A distraction among your harem could be disastrous.” Chloe nodded slowly. “But there is still the issue of bringing back draconic lineages. Even if you do not take them into your harem, you should still mate with several of the dragons.”
A growl rumbled up from my throat as my eyes shifted and my hand became a claw. “Anyone I mate with becomes mine.” 
The beast rose up so fiercely inside of me. I felt a possessive urge unlike anything I’d ever experienced before my dragon half had started to reveal itself.
I took a deep breath, working to pull myself back from my partial shift before I broke through the plane.
“It is—” Larisa started to say.
“You’ve told me. It is unbecoming for a dragon to shift from their emotions. Spare me. I’d rip out the throats of anyone who looked at my mates the wrong way, let alone touch them. Once I take a mate, she’s mine. And she will be a part of my harem.”
Jadelyn leaned over and was rubbing my neck and shoulders, running her fingers over my skin to help me relax.
Once I was calmer, I continued. “As a result, I need to be careful who I choose as a mate. She needs to fit into my harem, and Scarlett is going to help me filter down the options.”
Larisa grumbled as she crossed her arms, and the seatbelt light went out.
I unbuckled myself and went over to the bar. After having that conversation, I needed a drink.
“So, Scarlett, what do you do besides screen women for the next King of Dragons?” Larisa tried to get to know my other women.
Morgana slid past me, opening the cooler and finding a wine bottle with a blood drop sticker on the top. She popped it open for her own enjoyment. Jadelyn had begun stocking everything with blood for Morgana since she’d joined us. My siren mate thought of everything.
“Don’t feel guilty. You are doing this the right way for yourself, even if dragonkind would like another approach.” Morgana sipped from her glass of blood, savoring it. “Besides, this way is more fun.” A twinkle entered her eye.
“More fun?” I asked.
“Of course. Watching Scarlett deal with dragons and their mothers is going to be a blast. I cannot wait to see all the dragon mothers realizing that they have to woo a Kitsune.”
Morgana slid behind me, her leather corset scratching my back as her free hand slithering around my waist to tease me. “But that’s later. Why don’t we have a little pleasure before business?”
Her tongue flitted out and licked my neck, followed by her fangs, which just barely grazed my skin as they traveled along my neck. Small tingles spread where her saliva touched me.
I wanted her badly, there and then.
I looked down the cabin at our guests. Larisa was still talking to Scarlett, but her eyes seemed to keep glancing in our direction as Morgana teased me.
“That would be so cruel to those two,” I replied, my body not agreeing with my brain.
Morgana snorted. “I don’t give a shit. You are my mate, and Kelly denied me my fun last night. Soon you’ll be distracted, and I want my mate.” Morgana’s hands became insistent, pulling at my clothes hungrily.
I knew she was right. As the conclave took my attention, I’d do my best to make sure my mates got the time with me that they needed, but it would become more difficult.
I took her hand and pulled her towards the bed in the back of the plane, pulling the thin, white curtain closed behind us.
“Hold this.” Morgana handed me her glass of blood. 
I took it from her, and she immediately sank down toward the ground, her leather clad knees hitting the floor. 
“You are always so much sweeter when you are horny.” She smiled as she leaned forward, unbuckling my pants and pulling out my member, her eyes lighting up as she took it in.
“Time for you to relax.” She purred before she slipped me into her mouth.
***The plane shook.
“Everyone, back to your seats,” the pilot called over the intercom.
“What’s wrong?” Jadelyn wrapped a sheet around herself and pushed the curtain to the side.
As much as I was curious about what was happening, I couldn’t help but notice that, beyond the curtain, Larisa’s chair was nearly in shreds, the armrest torn apart. Chloe looked unsettled, but she seemed to be doing better than Larisa.
“Congratulations. You passed the first test,” Scarlett said, putting on a sorority t-shirt and jeans before swinging a leather biker’s jacket over her shoulders.
“Test?” Larisa asked eagerly.
I had a feeling I knew where Scarlett was going. “You didn’t push yourself into the back. Good job. It shows restraint, and that you’d be able to share me with my other mates. You have to be able to respect their time with me.”
Holding my shirt in my hand, I walked over to both of them. I lifted Larisa’s hand and kissed the back of it before doing the same to Chloe.
I wanted to show them some sort of affection and progress. I knew they’d both been trying in their own ways, even if their way hadn’t meshed with my own very well.
Just that kiss on the back of Larisa’s hand was enough for her smile to blossom and her face to flush red.
“That was a very difficult test. You may want to be careful with how much you mess with a bunch of dragon women.” Chloe had a smug grin on her face.
They both felt like they had made a stride forward, which despite my reluctance, was likely needed before we made it to the conclave.
I went back to my seat. Scarlett was up front in the cockpit, seeing what was going on. Morgana slid into the seat next to me, and I put on my shirt with all the ladies watching me.
“What’s that?” I heard one of the pilots shout.
“Uh... Zach, I think we need you,” Scarlett called from the open door.
I got up and ducked through the door into the small room filled with buttons and blinking lights, wondering what the hell I could do to help them.
“Look up.” Scarlett pointed through the window.
I looked and immediately found what had caused the disturbance. Flying above the plane was a huge dragon with the sun behind it. With the glare of the sun, I was having trouble seeing what color it was.
“My king,” its voice rumbled, breaking through the sound of the wind and the plane, though it sounded winded trying to keep pace with us.
The pilot looked at me strangely. “Think it is talking to you.”
“Slow the plane down as much as you can,” I told the pilot. 
He nodded a little frantically, getting to work immediately.
I shifted my throat and spoke in the same deep tone that it had, hoping that it would hear me through the plane. “Why are you disturbing my travels?”
The dragon glided lower and bent its head at a strange angle to look in the window. This time, I could see it. The dragon was blue, but it was not Chloe’s mother. 
“There appears to be a problem at the airport. Brom has asked that I help guide you to his island,” the dragon said.
I nearly snorted. Of course, the bronze dragon had an island.
“What kind of problem at the airport?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.
“Your travel plans are known; a large number of paranormals have gathered there today.” The dragon’s massive maw twitched in a grin.
I sighed, deciding to face it head on rather than appear to be elusive or hiding. “No need to redirect the flight. I will deal with the issues that it presents.”
“Then we will meet you at his Dubai palace. Travel safe, my king.” The blue dragon broke off its flight, rolling down and to the side.
Scarlett looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “What does he mean?”
“I think I have groupies waiting at the airport.” I could already see the wheels turning in Scarlett’s head as she went through the various security protocols. 
I decided to distract her a little. “Also, something told me the dragon would want to guide us more directly than just leading. I thought I shouldn’t let Jade’s jet get all torn up. Her father may like me a little less.”
I held my arms out, and Scarlett smiled, snuggling into me.
“Twenty minutes to touchdown,” the pilot informed us.
Scarlett pushed out of my arms. “I need to verify that all of our security personnel are ready.”
I smiled and nodded, letting her do her job as I returned to my seat.
“What was that?” Jadelyn asked.
I sighed. “There is a surge of paranormals at the airport. Apparently, I have some fans gathered.”
Jadelyn only smirked, a little knowing grin spreading on her face. Jadelyn had grown up in the limelight, so she was more than used to fans and media. I was still getting used to it.
I had gotten my first taste when we’d traveled to Sentarshaden and the train had been swarmed by reporters. They seemed to have no care for the invasiveness as they tried to get the best picture.
“You’ll get used to it.” She shrugged.
“My king, can we help in any way?” Chloe seemed far more eager than she had been when we’d begun our flight.
“Yes, my king. Please allow us to help Scarlett in protecting you at the airport,” Larisa echoed.
“That’s Scarlett’s call. This is her space, and she has protocols that must be followed. Interfering with her plans will not work in your favor.”
The two dragons moved quickly over to Scarlett, who seemed to be already modifying protocols on the fly to incorporate the two dragons.
Jadelyn sat beside me, chuckling to herself.
“Is this what it’s always been like for you?” I asked Jade.
“Sort of. The novelty of people watching me has faded with time. I don’t notice it so much anymore. And I worked hard to live a dull enough life that people got less interested in hearing about what I was doing. The press often filtered away to go to other more exciting celebrities.” She looked over at me, both of us knowing that wasn’t an option for me at the moment.
She verbalized what we were both thinking. “You are brand new and will have a prestigious position among some of the most unknown and powerful paranormal. The press are going to eat it up and try to dig for anything they can publish. But eventually, I imagine it will settle down.” 
Her optimism was sweet, but we both knew it was going to be a long time before anything settled down. I was potentially leading all of dragonkind into a war.
I grunted. This was just another burden that my responsibility had laid upon me.




Chapter 4


As soon as I stepped off the plane, the hot air buffeted me. I had anticipated that the desert in Dubai would have dry air, but I was surprised to find that it actually felt wet, almost sticky. The city was by water, but the humidity was unexpected in the otherwise arid landscape.
Luckily, the tarmac was free of people, but as I looked up, I could see that all the windows in the airport that faced our plane were packed with people. A few seemed to throw themselves against the windows as security tried to keep order.
“Wonderful,” I muttered to myself.
But then a crash sounded, and one door gave way. The noise of the masses reached us first, the screaming of my fan group echoing out of the airport.
And bodies quickly followed the sound as they poured out of the airport. The group of people were quickly streaming onto the tarmac, security unable to stop the mass of people. Many of them held signs, others had their phones out and were recording or streaming. They charged towards us.
My reputation proceeded me. Every one of these people were paranormals and eager to see the new king of dragons. I had become a secret celebrity, normal people at the airport were probably wondering who I was.
I calmly waved at them as Larisa and Chloe stepped forward, providing an imposing presence between the masses and me. They seemed to project something like my fear aurora, keeping the group of fans at bay as they slowed down and formed a group just short of where I stood. 
Jadelyn was beside me, holding my hand. She even seemed a bit shaken at the onslaught of people.
But Scarlett’s frown was what caught my attention. I followed her line of sight to several people in the back; they had huge cameras and were taking shots from far away.
“Who are they?” I asked her as we walked towards the black SUV waiting for us.
“Normals. If I had to guess, you made enough of a stir that several governments agencies have started a manila folder on you while they wait to figure out who you really are and what has led to your fame,” she replied.
I did a double take, looking back at them. “Wait, that’s a thing? Does the CIA or someone know abou—”
Scarlett stopped me with a glare. “I’m willing to bet that they have parabolic mics on us as well. Keep quiet for now; we can talk later. To answer your unasked question, no. Anybody who learns quickly no longer poses a threat.”
She shifted her glare to one of them with a little vengeful grin.
I knew Scarlett was a trained assassin, but I’d assumed that was just so she could understand their tactics and be efficient. Now I wondered what she’d done to eliminate threats in the past. My little Kitsune had some serious teeth.
“We should have a better talk about this later,” I whispered in her ear.
She only nodded, her eyes continuing to scan the crowd as we moved.
We reached the car that had been waiting, and the driver jumped out to open the doors for our party. All six of us crammed into the back two rows. I was flanked by the two dragons, and Jadelyn was flanked by Morgana and Scarlett behind us.
“Can we talk now?” I asked, clicking my seatbelt on and giving it a little tug to make sure it was secure.
“Driver, you have the address?” Scarlett asked the man, ignoring me for a moment.
“Yes, ma’am. I know it well. It is an honor to drive you all.” He pulled out of the airport and flew down the road, ignoring anything like a speed limit.
Very happy that I had put on my seatbelt, I turned around in my seat to look at Scarlett. “So, spies?”
“Yes, spies. There is a ton of work done at all levels of the government and the paranormal organizations of the world to constantly scrub ourselves from their records,” she replied.
Morgana joined her. “It gets harder and harder with technology and how quickly information can travel. A hundred years ago, it was fairly easy to just dismiss anything raised with a well-placed pawn or two. Through technology, privacy is shrinking though. Hell, all the location data on your phone is probably trading hands every second of the day.” 
Morgana gave a wistful sigh that showed her age. Like someone wishing for the good ol’ days.
“It is a very real problem among the Paranormal Council back home,” Jadelyn agreed.
“The dragons have a few people placed high in the government around the world, and they are strong donors to the right people,” Chloe whispered.
I hadn’t thought about it before, but it shocked me that the paranormal community had kept the lid on the secret from the three letter agencies. “It makes sense, but it’s just sort of incredible. There have to be some satellite images of what happened outside Sentarshaden?”
Jadelyn rubbed her forehead behind me. “That one even made some ripples in things we work on. But the Highaen were quick to fix the problem. The satellite’s imagery was ‘lost’ because of a malfunction. Anyone who had seen the images got a visit by an elven mage or were given certain drugs to blur their recent memory.”
I let out a low whistle. “Am I going to have to manage these types of things for the dragons?”
“Not directly,” Chloe replied. “The chromatic seats manage most of that.”
I nodded, remembering my lessons. The dragons were divided into two groups, the chromatic and the metallic. Each had five seats, one for the leader of each species of dragon. Each species was called a flight.
Our driver stopped at a stoplight, and Scarlett spoke up. “Driver. We are being followed.”
He looked in the rearview mirror. “Which one?”
“The white sedan. Three back on the left,” Scarlett reported. She had switched to that terse tone she used when she was body guarding.
“Wait, can I deal with this?” Chloe asked.
Scarlett hesitated. “Sure, if you can do it without harming them. We don’t know their intentions.”
Chloe turned in her seat, and her throat shifted as she spoke several draconic words, pushing her hand forward.
I shifted my eyes so that I could watch the lightning-like mana dart out of her palm and into the car that Scarlett had identified. It happened outside the spectrum of human vision.
There was no change for a moment, but then the hood of the car started smoking and our light turned green. We continued forward, but that car was dead, smoke billowing out of it.
“What did you do?” I asked.
“Displaced electrical discharge. I was hoping to just ruin the system. Modern cars can’t run without them, but I think I set some oil on fire.” Chloe was pleased with herself none the less.
I patted her leg. “Well done. I must admit, I’m not great at magic yet. Explosions I can do, but subtlety isn’t my strong suit.”
“Really?” Larisa asked.
I nodded. “I’ve only known I was a dragon for about seven or eight months. And most of that, I was learning to just shift.”
“You hold yourself so well and you put out such a dominant aura; it can be hard to remember that you weren’t born into this.” Chloe smiled. “There are many among us that have a focus on magic. We should teach you a few new spells, especially since you will have all five metallic colors.”
I almost wanted to correct her, but I held my tongue. I could feel my mates behind me, watching me for what I said next.
“So I’ll have lightning, ice, fire, earth, and death?” I repeated the different dragon types back to them.
“Exactly so. Our father will be more than willing to teach you his lightning magic, and our mothers would probably fight for the opportunity to teach you their magic. The greatest problem will be learning fire magic.” Larisa said, her voice becoming soft and somber.
Fire belonged to the red and the gold dragons. Both flights currently had empty seats in the dragon conclave.
“Well, I’ll just have to figure it out myself. Besides fire, I seem to be most attuned to frost,” I told them.
“And you never once mentioned this when we were back in Philly? I could have spent months with you coaching you on it. But now that we are here, I’m afraid getting that much of your time will be difficult. We’ll just have to work on it when we head back to Philly,” Larisa concluded.
I didn’t miss how she had just invited herself back, that or she’d assumed she would be coming back.
“We can work on helping you connect and use your lightning magic. It can be tricky.” Chloe picked up on Larisa’s strategy and jumped on it as well.
“Teaching him magic will have to wait. We are almost there,” Scarlett reported.
Jadelyn bounced in her seat. “I wonder what his palace is like! I’ve never been.”
“We won’t be in the palace for long. Once everyone is there and settled, we’ll head over to his island,” Chloe replied.
I frowned, pulling out my phone and looking at the map. “Is this the island, or do the palm tree things count as islands?”
“It isn’t on the map. But...” She pinched on my phone and swiped it into the sea. “It’s about here.” She dropped a pin.
“Huh. A secret island?” Didn’t know you could do that.
“Yup. You can pay to have something like that removed from most apps,” Chloe said with an exaggerated roll of her eyes.
The Bronze King likely had an absolutely enormous wealth. The beast rose up in my chest and agreed with me, greedily thinking about clawing a chunk of it away for himself.
“There’s his palace.” Chloe and Larisa pointed to a long drive in the middle of the city that was lined with palm trees and had a huge sandstone ornamental arch at the front.
The arch expertly blocked the view of the actual building, no doubt designed that way until we pulled through the drive. But as we moved down the drive, it was hard to miss the colossal structure.
The large, blocky building was putting out enough light that it seemed somehow brighter than even the daylight as white light poured out of it.
I shifted my eyes, and the amount of magic wrapped up around the building nearly blinded me. Even Sentarshaden might not compare to it.
“This is our home,” Larisa said as the driver pulled around the circle drive and hopped out.
Three figures stepped out of the front door, almost perfectly timed with our entrance.
“Mother.” Larisa put her hand over her shoulder and shifted it to have white scales as she gave a half bow to her mother and father.
Chloe did the same, only with blue scales.
Both of their mother’s simply put a hand on their chest and nodded while it shifted.
They had coached me on this greeting. I was supposed to show my authority over the Bronze King at this moment, but I found the short man quite imposing. Getting off on the wrong foot would make all of this difficult.
“Greetings.” I put a hand on my chest, shifting gold scales on the back of my hand, giving him a nod, even though that was more than I’d been coached to do. I wasn’t sure how to handle the transition of power, and I respected the man standing in front of me. I wanted him as an ally.
“My king.” Brom put his hand on his shoulder, and I already knew he was about to bow low, but I hadn’t expected him to nearly sweep the floor with his face.
Both of the women on either side of him mirrored his greeting.
“Please, rise. I will be relying on your teachings these next few days,” I said.
Brom lifted his body. “Ah, but what my wives said is true. You are far more than a gold dragon.”
I stiffened at that, wondering if he had some of the answers I hoped to find.
“But come. Join us inside. Most of the dragons are here waiting for a few stragglers. I swear the black have no sense of time,” he grumbled good-naturedly.
“Good job,” Larisa leaned in and whispered.
Jadelyn trailed behind me, her head on a swivel as she took in all the surrounding details. It wasn’t often that I saw her impressed by anything.
But the Bronze King, known as Brom, had an absolutely gorgeous palace. Inside, everything was made of bronze that was so well polished that I could see myself on every surface. The floor was one massive mural that seemed to tell a short story of a dragon, and it continued, winding up the twin staircases.
Up on the second floor, people were gathered, chatting and sipping on cocktails, seeming to make the idle chitchat of a typical party. It reminded me of some of the society events that I’d attended with Jadelyn.
Brom banged on the banister as he got to the top. And it was like he’d hit a gong. “Everyone. The Gold King has arrived, but we must amend that name. He is the Metallic King.”
There were gasps throughout the crowd and a pause. The entire party had frozen while he’d spoken those words, and I was curious what it meant. Well... guess that’s how the title of king is handed off. A little less ceremonial than I had been expecting, but effective.
Larisa and Chloe flanked me on either side eagerly with smiles of their own. People, or dragons and their harems, clapped excitedly and even a few whistles sounded out.
There were well over two hundred people present and a very large disparity between genders. All sorts of scents mixed in the air. There were many dragons, but also other paranormals.
At one point Morgana had told me there were just a few male dragons, but her numbers had clearly been off from what I was seeing before me. But only by a few. There were less than a dozen males and four times as many female dragons.
Sadly the disparity in genders was still vast, male dragons having a much higher death toll in the war with the church and the race had yet to recover.
The few male dragons would all have harems, and even some of the female dragons paraded around with a small trio or quartet of men. I remember when Morgana told me there were just five males; it seemed that the dragons had a few more hidden away.
I could sense marks on many women, like little flares telling me they were taken and by whom. Some women seemed to have small harems of their own, but it didn’t look nearly as common as I scanned the crowd.
“Brom, you are going to have to explain some things to me,” I said once the volume of the party rose once more. But I could tell those nearby were all carefully listening to what we said and keeping tabs on my location, hoping I’d swing by and join their group.
“You are powerful, and you will only grow more so. These people have come a long way, and many will want to talk with you. Join them. Once we leave for the island, I can answer questions. I know you have many.”
Nodding to Brom, I turned towards the crowd and strode in among them to the first group, who stood around a tall table with drinks and polite finger food. They quickly parted to make room for my mates and me.
Larisa and Chloe were absconded by their mothers before we could reach the table. I had a feeling they were about to be interrogated for information.
“So, what do you do?” a woman decked out in gold and jewels asked, and the whole table seemed to lean forward.
“Well, I’m a student. I’m currently studying chemistry.” I leaned out of the way as a server came by and gave each of us a full glass of white wine. He handed Morgana a dark red beverage that, I suspected, was blood.
Though, I noticed, the rest of them had completely ignored the server and I felt a little silly.
My wives flanked me, almost like a shield to keep some of the other dragons away. I’d chosen this table in particular because there were two male dragons here. None of the other tables had two. I hoped that meant they were friendly, or at least as friendly as two dragons could be.
But standing next to two other male dragons affected me more than I expected. It felt like I was brushing up against a thorny bush.
“A student. We had heard you were young, but still in school?” One man frowned.
“Dear brother, everyone must grow up. Do not judge the new king. I know you can feel his power just as I do,” the other man spoke, before bowing deeply. As he bowed, his hand shifted, becoming covered in dark brass scales.
“Pardon my rudeness.” The first bowed, showing off copper scales. But there was a twinge of decay in the air around him that made me twitchy.
It reminded me of the skinwalker that had attacked Jadelyn once. I had to work to control myself. Larisa had taught me that copper dragons had a breath that could decay anything it touched, and magic over death. It made sense that a similar scent would come from him, but it still put me on edge.
“Thank you for your introductions.” I put a hand on my chest and shifted it to show off my gold scales, but this time, I didn’t move my head an inch.
“Where are my manners? I am Cynthia, and these are my two boys. Timoleon and Hermeocrates.” One of the female dragons put a hand to her shoulder and bowed, showing me her dark blue scales. She was apparently the dragon mother of the two men at the table.
The very old and very Greek sounding names surprised me, but I didn’t let it show.
“Pleasure to meet both of you.” I did my best to put forth a warm smile.
“Timoleon, that’s ancient Greek?” Morgana picked it up without a beat. “It was the name of a famous general,” she probed.
“Please, most people just call me Tim now. And I was a general for many years, ruled briefly in the 300’s,” the friendlier of the two clarified.
“Herm works for me. Sorry for giving you a hard time. It isn’t often we get a new male among dragons. And unheard of for them to be the new leader of the metallics.” He hid his slight bitterness behind a smile.
Cynthia wasn’t to be dissuaded, though. “I’ve given birth to two of the male dragons, more than any other woman here.” She gave me a suggestive bat of her eyelashes.
The other dragons at the table were wearing Tim or Herm’s marks. I felt no mark from her, meaning she wasn’t lumped into any of the male harems, but I wasn’t sure what would happen to a mark if the dragon died.
“Mother, the whole conclave knows. The least you could do is not throw yourself at the new whelp,” Herm grumbled into his ball glass.
“I’m sorry. I should probably know this, but she’s chromatic and you two are both different metallics?” the question had been bothering me.
“Different fathers.” Tim answered quickly.
Cynthia smiled wistfully. “Wonderful men. Both died during the sixteen hundreds. But to answer your question, the dragon mates often pair between metallic and chromatic. The relationship is often more balanced that way.”
“Neither descend into chaos nor become so rigid that you could shove them up someone’s ass to fix a broken spine,” Tim filled in for me with a slight chuckle. “Come, we’ll introduce you around to the other men. Try not to be prickly. I know it’s hard as a male dragon to be around so many others.”
“You feel it too?”
Tim laughed. “I want to bow to your presence, but I also want to fight you because you make me feel the need to bow. Controlling those urges makes us better than the monkeys that became humans.”
I raised my brows at the harshness of his words, but nobody else around us seemed to react. They just nodded in agreement. I was in far deeper waters than I could have prepared for.
“Then lead on.” I gestured, but as he went to take a step, there was a loud crash outside and the ground rumbled.
“Who would dare attack the conclave?” Brom roared, and I could feel his aura wash over me.
I cursed. He was insanely terrifying, and I was glad he was on my side. Throwing my mates a glance and seeing they were fine, I charged forward, ready to put myself between the threat and them.
I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I was ready to take it head on.




Chapter 5


It wasn’t hard to see what had caused all the commotion in front of Brom’s house.
A massive black dragon had crashed into Brom’s front lawn, its body wounded and bleeding. It wasn’t nearly the same size as the Silver Slave, but if Brom had lived in any ordinary house, I wasn’t sure it would still be standing after the mess the dragon had made with its landing.
I hurried over. The dragon stank of death, but as a black dragon, that was expected. It was alive; I could hear its wheezing breath.
“Someone get a healer,” I shouted. There had to be someone among this group.
A woman rushed forward. She was another dragon. 
“My king.” She put her hand on her shoulder and I saw black scales.
But I stopped her before she bowed. “If you waste time bowing to me when there is a dragon to heal, so help me...” I trailed off, leaving it to everyone’s imagination.
To my surprise, she only smiled and rushed to the black dragon.
“Black dragons are healers? I figured with their magic that it would be difficult for them,” I commented to Brom, who was standing next to me.
“Who better to stave off death than those who understand it best?” he chuckled.
Once he said it, it made perfect sense. They had death magic, but were likely the most well versed in preventing it as well.
I nodded and looked at the wounds. Working with Morgana, I at least had some understanding and could identify them. Though, we rarely dealt with the sort of things that could put a hole in a dragon.
The dragon was injured, with large burns surrounding wounds across their body. It was enough to start with. “He was hit with some sort of explosives?”
“She,” the healer corrected me. “Looks like modern military weaponry, see the shrapnel?” Her head was hovering over the worst of them. “But a few of these are magic as well.”
Brom snorted. “People are growing bold if they think rockets and guns will be enough to challenge the dragons. Thalia is old, but secluded from the world. Tend to her and get her into a smaller form so that we can move.”
“You think whoever did this is coming again?” I asked. This was a poor way to start the conclave.
“She has injuries that suggest she flew for quite some time after sustaining these injuries,” the healer said. “I can get her stable enough to shift in a few minutes. Please head out.”
Even as she said that, the black dragon was shrinking into herself, returning to a human form. 
Brom turned to me. “As our new king, I’d like you to lead the flight. My backyard has enough space for us to shift. I will maintain the concealment.”
I understood, turning and letting my voice project. “Everyone, we are leaving. To the backyard.”
Leading a small army, I walked through Brom’s home, heading to where I assumed we could exit out to the back. 
As we stepped out, I nearly laughed. Backyard didn’t seem like the right term for the expansive and manicured space behind his home.
Finding a spot on the lawn, I shifted. My bones crackled as I expanded. Gold scales rose from the surface of my human flesh and wings ripped out of my back. Though none of it was painful, it all felt like popping my knuckles. A tight pressure bordering on pain and then relief as things shifted.
There were many eyes on me, staring at my gold scales. They all knew who I was, and the reverence in their eyes made me relax a little. I had been expecting more friction taking my place among the dragons.
I hadn’t seen her at the party, but now, as I scanned the crowd, I found a familiar green form rising among the dragons. I smiled, glad that Yev was there. At least I’d have another friendly dragon face. Two once I saw Tyrande climb up between her horns and wave at me.
Rising with my transformation, I didn’t stop until I was fifty feet long from snout to tip of my tail.
Other dragons bloomed beside me, some smaller than me, others much larger.
They all seemed to reach their max size, except Brom, who kept expanding. Soon he was well over two hundred feet long, with a wingspan to match. The only other dragon I’d seen that size was the Silver Slave.
Finished, I felt his magic wrap around the group, concealing us.
Those accompanying their dragon mate but unable to fly were crawling up on their dragon. I felt my three mates clamber up my tail and walk along my spine.
“We fly,” I announced as soon as the healer came over and shifted, carrying a half-dragon woman.
My wings beat the air, along with a little over fifty other dragons. The air churned around us as all the wings beat at once.
It was difficult to get lift at first, but the webbing of my wings caught, and I lifted high into the air. I knew the island had to be across the water, so I headed that direction.
“You remember the direction?” I asked my wives.
Scarlett sat herself at the base of my neck and tugged on one of my spines.
I smiled. Her tugging did little to me, but it told me which way I should head without her trying to yell over the wind. She had me heading directly for open water.
Brom flew up next to me. “You are using his strength well.”
“Who?” I was using my own strength.
“Servile. The silver,” Brom said, his tone solemn with remembrance. “He would be overjoyed to see you leading us to the conclave.”
“You knew him?” I asked.
“Long ago we were like brothers.” Brom’s voice was tired. “But no longer. Immortality does that. Keep your heading. There is magic to push you aside.”
Now that he mentioned it, I could feel it. There was a subtle desire to turn away from where we were headed. Knowing it was there, it was even easier to ignore it and push through.
After a few more beats of my wing, the island became visible, and I frowned, struggling to understand how I hadn’t seen it before.
“You don’t see it unless you know it is there. We must maintain secrecy for this island,” Brom said.
“Why?”
“It holds our history and is sacred to dragons. Our first ancestors built it. Come.” Brom nodded rather than led.
I angled my wings downward, entering a slow dive towards the island.
The island was not small, and it was filled with wild vegetation. But sticking out among the wide leaf trees stood a massive stone tower that dominated one half of the small island.
The structure wasn’t built with doorways meant for humans. It was built like a palace for giants. The entryway and the windows were several times larger than any I’d seen before. Although, some of us would still struggle if we tried to move through them in our current size.
The spire leaned ever so slightly into the sea, likely erosion from the countless years it has stood here. A space was clear in front of it. Overgrown stone tiles kept the trees away and made the perfect landing for us.
“Is it safe? Not going to topple over on us?” I joked, looking at the structure.
“It has leaned like that ever since I first came to it, and dragons have fought in its halls. Do not worry,” Brom chuckled, returning to his short human form at the doorway and putting on a robe.
I followed his lead, shifting and slipping into a pair of jeans, leaving my chest bare. Everyone else followed the two of us, returning to human forms and donning their own clothes.
“You should announce that the conclave is now in session,” Brom coached me.
“The dragon conclave is now in session. Please join me inside,” I boomed.
I saw Brom staring at the bracer that Jadelyn had given me. After using Morgana’s enchanted bra pad for our adventure through Switzerland, they had thought I should get a spatial storage item that was a little more convenient. It even shifted with me.
He caught my eye. “That is a magnificent piece of enchantment.”
“A gift from my mates,” I told him as I walked in, holding my head high.
Dragons filed in after me, their harems coming in after them.
“Up the stairs, second floor through the doors,” Brom whispered.
I didn’t quite like having him coach me on the spot, but I also couldn’t have done it smoothly without his help. As I opened the doors, Brom cleared his throat, and his ladies stepped aside. So did mine.
Only Brom and I entered, followed by a select few. It was clear why when I entered.
It was a large chamber with a single round table. Around it were ten ornate seats made of different materials. I realized after a moment that they were each made of dragon scales and ornately decorated in various flowing forms to depict their elements.
Without needing to be prompted, I went and sat on the one made of gold scales fanning out like flames.
Across from me on the round table was an empty red throne. To my right was an empty silver seat. Brom sat one over from that in a seat made of bronze.
Other men followed after Brom. They quickly took their seats. Tim took his, but his brother hadn’t followed us in. Another dragon I hadn’t met yet took the copper seat.
The seats mirrored each other. Red sat across from gold, white across from silver, and so forth. Finally, the seats that were going to be filled were done.
I frowned, looking at the black seat. “Aren’t there black dragons?”
“No males,” the white dragon said quickly, speaking for the chromatics.
There was a little unease at the table, as if this was going to spark a sudden conflict. I knew the first decision I was going to make as king right then. 
“Bring in the eldest woman of the black dragons,” I said. “This might break your traditions, but I will make sure that they have representation if it is available.”
That task seemed to land on the brass seat. Tim stood and went outside.
Brom cleared this throat. “Traditionally, it was also to prevent too strong of alliances. Though the eldest black dragon is married to Herm, so there should be no conflict.”
“We will not fight you on this. It is just how it has been done in the past,” the blue dragon said.
I was thankful for the colored chairs; it was helping me know which type of dragon each of them represented.
A woman with black hair came through the door with the brass dragon. She looked stunned, but her eyes landed on me. “You requested me?”
“Please take the black seat for now.” I gestured to it as openly as I could, knowing what I was asking was outside the norm.
She paused, almost fearful that this was a test, but sat gingerly and settled in as my gaze shifted.
With that, there were only two empty seats, the red and the silver. And those two gaps bothered me.
“I guess I should call to order the first dragon conclave. As you all know, I have not joined a conclave before, so I am not exactly sure how to help us through this.” I stumbled through my opening.
Brom cleared his throat and waited for me to call on him.
“Brom, I would appreciate your guidance.” I gestured to him.
He bowed his head before speaking. “Items are brought forward, grievances among the dragons resolved. We each speak for our clans, as dwindled as they are,” Brom explained.
I nodded, understanding. “So then, I’ll open the table. Does anyone have a problem with me? I am sure at least one of you doesn’t appreciate that the youngest among you is suddenly in charge.”
The lady howled with laughter. “Oh my. He’s going to bring a wave of change.”
More than a few of the dragons present looked uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure what exactly bothered them, but I planned to find out.
Tim leaned forward to indicate that he wanted to speak, and I gestured to him.
“Please. You might not fully understand what you are to us. But rest assured that none of the metallics will challenge you. Our full strength will be behind the son of Bahamut.”
For a brief moment, I thought he was saying they were backing another dragon, but then I realized he was talking about me. I’d never heard of Bahamut, but I didn’t miss how the female dragon’s eyes widened. 
“He’s—” She covered her mouth.
“Please, I do not know about my broader history. I was adopted. The few who seem to have information have not spoken clearly to me.”
The female dragon looked hesitantly down the line at her chromatic fellows before turning to me and speaking. “The heirs of Bahamut and Tiamat are a legend. I have not experienced the previous one in my lifetime. They are the leaders of the metallics and chromatics, respectively.”
“This is a sign that I’m the heir of Bahamut?” I lifted my hand, shifting it into golden scales that then rippled and turned silver.
Gasps told me more than words as they all looked at me with awe. I mean, dragons, literally the leaders of dragonkind, were awed at the simple display of my scales changing color. That was something I was going to have to get used to.
“Yes, that would be fairly definitive,” the woman said. “Which means the heir to Tiamat is here in the world as well.”
“They would be able to take on multiple dragon colors too, like green?” I asked, while I kept my face as impassive as possible.
“Yes, Tiamat’s heir will have the ability to become any of the chromatic dragons,” she answered quickly. “Legend says you two will be drawn to each other.” But then her expression wilted. “Though you can never be together.”
“Yet you will never find love with her,” Brom said in an attempt to clarify her words. “The powers of fate will do everything in its power to keep the two separate. Bahamut and Tiamat’s heirs must not mix.”
The star-crossed love between the two didn’t concern me. What concerned me was that I could also shift into a green dragon. That hadn’t been an illusion. 
“Could I also shift into a chromatic color?” I asked as innocently as I could.
“Impossible,” the blue dragon snorted. “That would break one of the great patterns.”
Brom held up a hand to cool his anger. “The great patterns have been broken in the past.”
“Heralding a new age for the world.” The blue beat his fist hard enough on the table that I expected it to shatter, but it just made a small smack. The table didn’t even shudder.
Brom had joked that the structure had held up to dragons fighting, but I hadn’t thought about how reinforced everything within it must be in order to survive that fighting.
Holding up my hand, I silenced both of them. “That was just a question.” I wasn’t ready to deal with the full implications of what they’d just said. “I have much to learn, it seems.”
“The lower levels of this complex have murals that tell our history,” Tim said. “Walking them with someone who knows them well will teach you much.”
I quickly added that to my list. I was eager to get more information on dragon history and customs.
“The green dragons would happily take you through our history,” the man in the white seat spoke. “They have been the keepers of time since the falling of the silver.” 
The man in the green seat bowed deeply at that.
I nodded my thanks. “If there are no challenges to my leadership, then I guess I can relax. I had wondered when I came if I was coming just to fight.” I laughed, but none of them did.
There was an awkward tension in the air after my joke.
Something told me a few of them hadn’t believed my power or my abilities, coming with the thought of challenging me in mind. But what they sensed and saw must have been enough to silence them.
Pushing through the awkwardness, I cleared my throat. “Onto the next item. What should be done with the Church and the celestial? My mates and I have sealed the only known portal between the celestial plane and our own, but they still pose a threat to us.”
The blue leaned over the table, his eyes going dragon as he growled. “They have been allowed to grow for too long. While the celestial plane cannot help, we should harvest all of their mana users here. I will feast upon them and remind the world that a dragon cannot be enslaved.”
I tried not to shut him down, but that was a little intense. He could have chosen a different word than harvest, for example. But I was glad that they were as outraged as I was about the silver’s enslavement.
I looked around the table for another opinion, but it seemed most of the dragons present wanted to fight.
“Are there other opinions present, or do we all agree that the Church and its followers have grown too strong and overstepped, that they must be weakened and reminded who is the power in this world? Is there any concern that we may draw the attention of the government with such large actions?”
“The governments are well handled,” Brom reassured me. “Money makes things disappear quite easily from human minds. You are young. You could grow significantly if you were to devour a portion of the Church’s organization.”
“I’m not quite sure they’d just roll over and let me eat them. They might get a few swords stuck in my gums,” I joked.
Tim was the only one that laughed.
The blue stared at me. “Are you afraid?”
My beast growled at the word. I maintained a cool composure, but I stared him in the eye. “Patience is a virtue. I have a responsibility to restore the gold and silver dragons to the world. I promised Servile before he died that I would restore the silver. Rushing into a war is not exactly the best way to accomplish that. He didn’t ask me to destroy the celestial plane; he asked me to restore his clan.”
I paused, watching each of their reactions before speaking again. “However, it would seem that the Church has forgotten our strength as we played peacefully in this world. They have overstepped and must be reminded of our authority. Any truce of the past is gone. They enslaved one of ours and tried to use him against us. If you wish to harvest their mana users in your territories, I will not stop you.”
The word harvest still didn’t sit well with me, but I tried to use their terms. Tried to talk as if I was the same power-hungry dragon as the rest of them. I was not. Perhaps being raised as a human made me soft.
The blue had a feral grin that told me many people were about to disappear near his territory. “Yes, remind them of the strength of dragons.”
“Is that not war?” the green dragon asked.
“I’m not coordinating a full-scale attack. However, breaking peace goes both ways. I will not hold anyone here back from their own means of growing.”
The green nodded. “So shall it be recorded. The Church has broken peace. Dragons have a valid casis belli for their own individual disputes.”
“Do any object?” I asked.
“You don’t need to ask that,” Brom said.
I frowned. “Yet I will continue to seek the wisdom of those who have lived far beyond myself. I might be young, but I am not naïve enough to believe that my thoughts are always right. Now, what is the next order of business? Anyone?”




Chapter 6


I let out an explosive breath once the meeting was done. To my horror, I learned that this would last a whole week. Seven days of arguing about minor details of the greater organization that dragons led behind the scenes of human politics.
Today was just day one. I sagged as I stood to leave.
“You know, King Tytus kicked out half of the dragons before the end of the first day on his first conclave,” the green dragon commented as he stood.
“Yeah? What happened to him?”
“Died, but not because of that. I’m Thuun.” He extended a hand in greetings. “You wanted to see the murals and learn our history?”
Hell yes, I did. “That would be great. Can I bring my harem?”
“I apologize, but we traditionally do not bring non-dragons. You may, of course, repeat anything you have seen, but to preserve them, we are quite careful.” Thuun was almost reverent in his speech.
I nodded, deciding not to push the issue. I wanted to try to keep their culture intact as I worked to understand it.
As we stepped outside the room, I saw that the others that had come with us had been busy.
The structure had transformed. The encroaching jungle had been banished back away with magic. Everything had been cleaned, and furniture that looked like it had withstood the test of time had been dredged up from the bowels of the building. Yet I had no idea where the food came from.
“Dragons are often solitary creatures,” Thuun pointed out. “This is not only a time for leaders to make deals and decisions, but a time for dragons to meet, and information to be shared. There will be celebrations every night.”
“Like parties?” I asked.
Thuun smiled. “How we celebrate has changed with the ages. I think it won’t be too far off what you expect.”
I spotted Yev in the crowd talking to my mates. “Yev, come join me.”
My voice sounded unnaturally loud as the people preparing the celebration became quiet in an instant. Yev did a double take, unsure of herself, before Tyrande shoved her forward.
Thuun laughed. “That might be one for the history books.”
“What?” I wasn’t following.
“I’ve never seen so many eligible women zero in on a competitor so completely. Did you see their faces?” Thuun chortled to himself as Yev hurried over.
Yev looked like a high elf. She had the typical blonde hair and eyes that swirled with magic. 
“Zach?” She panted just slightly, breathless from hurrying over.
The deep breaths she was taking made her chest swell up, bringing my attention to it. Although, it could have also been the green dress that expertly worked its way around her chest, pushing it up before flowing out.
“Come on. Thuun was going to show me the history of dragons. Though, I’m told it is dragon only.”
Thuun smiled kindly at Yev. “I knew your father; he was a great man.”
“Thank you.” Yev was surprised. “I miss him dearly.”
Thuun nodded and started to lead us down an enormous, winding staircase. It was big enough that a medium-sized dragon could probably waddle down it.
“I should probably know this, but have you been to a conclave before?” I asked Yev.
Yev looked at me, surprised by the question. “No. They are fairly uncommon.”
Thuun heard the question and elaborated. “We used to have to hunt down every dragon and send an individual invitation. Thirty years ago, Brom couldn’t have gone on Paranormal TV and just announced it. He sent letters to those of us who might not be with the times for this conclave, but in the future, it might be even easier.”
The stairs Thuun led us down were a long winding affair, and there was no fresh breeze coming up. It felt more like a dungeon than anything else.
“There are no enchantments down here to make things a little more comfortable?” I joked.
Thuun looked over his shoulder. “The stone here is not only the hardest material we have ever experienced, but it is resistant to magic.”
“Oh. Where did it all come from?”
“No one knows. Maybe the original Bahamut and Tiamat might know. Legend has it they led the first conclave.”
“Bahamut and Tiamat?” Yev asked.
“Dragon gods, or the first dragons, I’m not quite sure,” I stumbled through an answer as we got to the bottom of the stairs, and Thuun lifted his hand, washing the cavern with green light.
The space wasn’t built of the same smooth stone bricks we’d just come from. Instead, it was rough-cut stone, like the basement was carved out of bedrock. The entire area around us was painted, beautifully detailed murals depicting various scenes.
“That question is a good way to start our journey through dragon lore.” Thuun smiled at the segue and brought us to the first mural. “The first two dragons, born of opposing areas, yet so alike that they could mate, in theory.”
The mural provided a sweeping picture, one of a dragon being born of the clouds and sunshine, and the second a five-headed dragon drawing herself up from the earth.
“Bahamut and Tiamat,” I said.
“Yes. Some have interpreted the stories as the metallics born from the celestial plane and chromatics born from hellish energies. But no one is nearly old enough to remember the first birth of dragons. Not among the fae, the angels, demons, or dragons. So the exact meaning shall remain a mystery,” Thuun explained, lifting his hand and showing the next mural.
While such opposing forces might find each other immediately, the next mural showed them wandering on opposite sides of the globe, splitting into five dragons each.
“Thus, the two were destined to never be together. But they roamed the world bearing many children. Beginning the ten clans of dragons. Five each held their allegiance to one of the two.”
“So Bahamut is metallics and Tiamat is chromatics. You said Zach was the heir of Bahamut? What does that mean?” Yev asked before stopping herself quickly. “If that’s not too much to ask. I do not mean to pry into our king’s business.”
I scoffed. “You knew me before all of this king business. Please, do not start calling me that.” 
It didn’t escape me to see Thuun’s eyes sparkle with a little mirth.
“Then I shall answer.” Thuun struggled to get the smile off his face. “As the heir of Bahamut, he has the ability to be any of the metallic colors and give birth to any of them. The role of the two heirs is steeped in mystery. Brom might have more for you.”
“Oh.” There was a moment of confusion in Yev’s eyes. “What about green?”
Thuun wasn’t stupid. He immediately realized that she asked the same question I did the first time they had explained it to me. His eyes lifted over to me. 
“Funny. That’s the same question Zach asked when he heard this information.”
Thankfully, Yev was comfortable in more sensitive conversations. 
“Oh really?” She stuck out her tongue like a goof. “I just thought it would be cool if he could be the same color as me.”
“Of course. That is a perfectly reasonable way to think. I’m sure Zach had similar thoughts given how interested he is in you.” Thuun continued with her misdirection, but I could tell he didn’t buy it.
“Interested?” Yev muttered under her breath, her face blushing as she hurried to follow Thuun.
“What was that?” I asked her.
She waved her hand. “Oh nothing. So, what’s the next one?”
“The first meeting of Bahamut and Tiamat.” Thuun moved on, turning and hiding his smile.
Yev’s eyes went wide as she looked at the next mural, making me quickly turn to look. “That looks bad.”
“It was. Some even suggest it was the dragons that caused the mass extinction sixty-six million years ago,” Thuun commented, as if it was casual.
“Hold up. You are saying dragons coexisted with dinosaurs?!”
There was a slight smile on Thuun’s face. “Dragons are ancient, sentient creatures capable of magic. Yes. Dragons, or at least our close ancestors, were alive during the same time period as dinosaurs.”
He motioned to the picture and continued. “But it was the first time that Bahamut tried to tame and mate with Tiamat that led to a disastrous change in the era. When the conclave spoke of changes in the pattern and the problems that follow, this is the scale of disaster they spoke of.”
I nodded. But with what I was learning, the fact that I could shift into a green dragon made no sense. If the combination of chromatic and metallic led to such destruction, how was I still here?
“Then what?” I prompted.
“Bahamut and Tiamat died, calling the first conclave here to this very site. It began around what is known as the Ice Age, and our population dwindled. Several clans died out.” Thuun passed another mural, but beyond the depictions of ice, there was another war taking place on it.
I frowned. “What’s this?”
“Fae war. The Summer and Winter courts joined together to drive the Wild court from the fae lands. That war also tore at a great pattern, and winter was in power for too long.”
“Wild court? I’ve never heard of them before.”
Thuun nodded. “Gone. Long ago the Summer and Winter courts continued their cycles, whittling each other away, yet the Wild remained neutral and continued to grow in power. Eventually, both the seasonal courts grew jealous and, threatened by their growth in their neutrality, joined forces to remove them.” Thuun gestured at the characters, and I could see the mixed army of the two courts fighting another army led by a spider.
“Who’s the spider?”
“The spider queen, Ikta. The weaver of fate, although she is also known as the queen of darkness. She led the wild fae,” Thuun rumbled before shaking his head at the scene and moving on.
Every time a Tiamat and Bahamut descendant met, there were great disasters. But they never tried to rejoin once more. When the descendants arrived, it was followed by a blossoming of dragons. Individually, they repopulated each of their sides of the dragons.
It wasn’t until recently that humans even began to show up on the murals.
“Here is the first gift of magic,” Thuun laughed. “Do you know why dragons gave humans magic?”
“The magi have their own theories, but after hearing ‘harvest’ several times today, I think those are wrong.” I ignored Yev’s sudden look of horror at the word.
Thuun chuckled. “Quite right, though we can’t be certain of exactly why every dragon gave humans magic. We believe it has to do with how dragons grow. You ate Servile and grew vastly, correct?”
I nodded. I hadn’t loved eating him, but I respected his wishes that his strength be used to support dragonkind. “Yes, and angels have also helped me grow.”
I had no issue with eating the angels that were attacking those I loved and enslaving dragons.
Thuun nodded. “Dragons produce vast amounts of mana into the world. They aren’t wholly unique in this, but of the mana produced in the world, some estimate dragons produce over seventy percent of it. In order to produce more, we must grow. But to grow, we need large infusions of mana,” Thuun started.
The picture was coming together, but I didn’t love what it said about dragons.
I put words to my growing fear. “We taught humans to use mana and to absorb it so that we could harvest them at a later date to grow.”
“Precisely. Or at least, that is the story of those dragons who lived during the time.” Thuun seemed far less disturbed by the concept as he moved on to a blank space.
“Here is where the artists of this conclave will come together and draw the enslavement of Servile and the dawn of a new Bahamut. It’s likely they’ll leave space for the Tiamat, but I can tell you that every chromatic out there is now praying for her return and the restoration of the red dragons.”
“The red dragons were powerful?”
Thuun clicked his tongue. “The reds have the strength of the gold, but none of the restraint. They are terrifying dragons when enraged. They once rushed out to meet the Church during their inquisition in vicious surprise attacks. It was the golds and silvers that formed armies and fought back.” He pointed out part of the last mural.
Thuun stroked his chin as he thought, staring into the murals. “Different forms of battle, but both are very effective. That is the difference between the metallic and the chromatic, and why pairings of them are so popular.” Thuun’s eyes flickered between Yev and me, full of humor.
Yev cleared her throat. “I noticed that. Many pairings here seem to be a chromatic male with a metallic female, or vice versa.”
“Balance,” Thuun said, turning around and heading towards the stairs again. “Many admit that having a mate from the other side leads to a more balanced relationship. Two chromatics tend to feed off each other’s chaos. Over a vast period of time, they become nearly feral. And pairings of only metallics often become so prim and proper, trying to stay within the lines of order to such a degree that they are unable to move.”
I was understanding more and more the concept of balance. There were cycles of extremes, but the best moments of life lived in the balance. The world naturally wanted to recenter.
We walked back up the stairs, and I could already hear the celebration in full swing. Cheers and thuds resounded as the dragons partied above us.
My head was still spinning from all I’d learned, and I wanted to put off being swarmed by eligible dragons for a few minutes. 
“Thuun, where would they have put the wounded black dragon?” I wanted to check on her before celebrating. And it would give me a bit more time with my thoughts.
“There’s a healing ward set up for the unfortunate scuffle or two that will occur here. Third floor to the east.”
I nodded to him and turned to Yev. “I’ll come join you and my mates shortly. Save a spot for me?”
“Of course.” She paused with a rueful smile as she grabbed her dress and pulled it out while curtsying. “My king.”
I rolled my eyes, and she burst into laughter as we came out of the stairs.
We drew enough attention that the party quieted down, but I broke from those two, taking stairs up to the next floor before anybody at the party could reach me.
Finally alone for a moment, I walked and considered all I had learned.
According to Thuun, the world would change drastically if the last heirs to Bahamut and Tiamat met. And the telling sign was their ability to change their dragon colors.
Checking to make sure I was alone, I held my arm out in the light of a torch. I shifted my arm golden scales, and then shifted them to green. Willing myself, I shifted them to silver and then pushed on myself, shifting them to white.
A chill went up my spine that had nothing to do with frost magic.
Returning my arm back to normal, I couldn’t deny it. I possessed the powers of Bahamut and Tiamat. The simplest explanation to me was that I was somehow the child of the last two heirs.
But maybe there was another answer. Maybe I was the heir to both of them. Because if they had met, then some great disaster would have occurred. Still, if the murals were to be believed, my very existence meant disaster had come. I couldn’t very well get away from myself.
Stopping and looking out a window, I saw no nuke on the horizon, no massive cloud of locusts or a gale of acid rain. It didn’t feel like I had caused a disaster.
At least, I hadn’t yet.
A weight heavier than I could ever have imagined settled on my shoulders. I made a vow to myself. I wasn’t powerless. I would do everything I could to keep balance.
A door opened down the hall, and I was startled out of my thoughts.
“Hello. Coming to check on the patient?” The woman who had joined the conclave to represent the black smiled at me.
“Yes. Was that what you were doing?” I asked in return.
“As I was suddenly put in charge of the black dragons, I thought it right for me to come and check on her. Tend to her wounds if I could.” She was wiping her hands on a rag. “By the way, I’m Amara.”
“Glad to meet you.” I shook her hand. The smell of death tickled my nose, but I did my best not to react to it.
“Thank you for the opportunity to represent my color. The dragons mean well, but I’m pretty sure the idea of bringing a woman in there had literally not even occurred to some of the older ones.” She shook her head. “Some of us just have minds from a different era. When I was asked, it was like waking up and realizing I could have pushed for it long ago, but...” She trailed off. “I’m blabbering and you should hurry. If you don’t get back to the party, there will probably be a riot and search parties sent out. My own daughter is down there waiting to sweep you off your feet.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Riots?”
“Yes. All the chromatic girls are beside themselves. Don’t keep them waiting or you might end up in the infirmary from being swarmed.” Amara smirked and continued past me, down the hall towards the party.
I pushed open the room she’d exited and immediately noticed that the room was much darker. The sconces were partially shielded, keeping it dimmer for the injured to rest.
Laying on the bed was a black-haired woman sleeping soundly. The smell of death still clung to her, and I let my nose wrinkle a little now that no one was watching. It reminded me of the skinwalkers every time I smelt it.
Sitting down next to her, I focused more on the responsibility weighing on my shoulders. “I promise. We’ll find out who did this to you.”
My words made her stir as she groaned, and her eyes fluttered open for a moment. “Where?”
“Shh. You need to rest. We can talk when you are better. You are at the dragon conclave, and the best healers we have are tending to you. You’re safe.”
Her eyes focused and unfocused on me before she grunted in what sounded like agreement. Then she turned her head over to rest it on the pillow.
I wasn’t going to interrogate her when she was still so fragile, but the beast in me was angry that a dragon had been attacked. It wanted to annihilate any threat to the beautiful black-haired woman on the bed.
A part of me hoped it was the Church so that I could justify lashing out at them as the new king. But I knew the Church wasn’t our only enemy. There were also those behind the skinwalkers, and likely others who hadn’t even surfaced yet.
***“There’s the man of the hour, day, and week.” Scarlett turned to me, her face a little manic.
“Ever—” But I was cut off.
“My king!” A woman rushed forward with her hand on her shoulder, shifting it blue as she bowed low.
It was like a dam had broken. Dozens of people rushed over to me, doing the same gesture.
“Have you met my daughter?” A blonde-haired woman broke through all the bowing and shoved an awkward teenager at me.
I held up my hand to stop the tide. Most of them stopped at my motion, with a few just on the edge of continuing. But it was Chloe that truly stopped it with a clap hard enough to be nearly concussive.
“Larisa and I have been with the king for several months. If you all throw yourselves at him, I can guarantee that all you will do is annoy him. Please respect his first mate. Her proposal was reasonable.”
My attention shifted back to Scarlett, whose expression was pleading for help.
I cleared my throat to get all of their attention. “Given my sudden surge in popularity lately, my first mate has been helping me narrow down options for our harem. I would highly recommend listening to what she says, because if you lose favor with her, you lose favor with me.”
The blond-haired mother from before scoffed, “She is a Kitsune, and we are dragons. Even if she is your mate, she has no power here.”
I raised my eyebrow. It had been a long, hard day, and I was not about to let my women get worn down as well.




Chapter 7


Chloe and Larisa had taught me how dragons settled arguments. No surprise, it involved fighting. The process felt archaic, but it was effective. Once again, I wanted to follow dragon customs as I learned more about their culture.
“You’ve disrespected my mates in front of the whole conclave. You will duel me, and when you lose, you will kneel to my mate in apology. And you will accept that your daughter will never be a part of my family.”
The dragon woman gasped like I’d slapped her, but then she raised her head haughtily.
“Fine, if I win—”
I cut her off. I had a feeling what she said was going to involve her daughter, and that wasn’t going to happen. “If in some outlandish scenario you win, I will not hold your disrespect towards my mate against you. This time.”
The leader of the blue dragons stepped into view. I thought he might try to smooth over the moment, but instead he simply said, “Come, let’s find an open space so that we don’t wreck the party.” 
His face turned towards the woman, shifting into a dark scowl. For a moment, I could have sworn her head was about to roll.
Brom chuckled and slapped me on the back. “Come. This will be an excellent demonstration for the dragons. Most of us are smart enough to feel it and accept your status. But it is always good to show them.”
“Feel it?” I asked.
“You probably wouldn’t understand. Every dragon has an aura around them. When you stand near other dragons, it makes their knees weak and their heads heavy. You need no crown or ceremony; all of us can feel it in our bones,” Brom explained.
“She doesn’t seem too intimidated.”
Brom coughed out a laugh. “Sometimes we don’t acknowledge what our bodies are telling us. You might have a few challenges from those lacking sense, but this is a good time to show off. I fought three dragons during my first conclave before they accepted me as king.”
The party spilled out past the torch-lit jungle, down towards the sea where a cliff face dropped off onto a beach.
It was almost like half an arena; the circular beach made a perfect fighting pit and a sheer cliff face wrapping one side.
“Go, I’ll host it.” Brom nudged me.
I knew I couldn’t show an ounce of hesitation, despite it being the first time I’d truly fought a dragon. There had been that minor scuffle with Yev and the running battle with the Silver Slave, but this was different.
“Zach.” Morgana caught me. “Good luck. Remember what I taught you. And give me your clothes to hold.”
“Thanks.” I shucked my shirt and jeans, leaving only my enchanted bracer on my arm.
“Knock her out.” Jadelyn gave me a ferocious growl, at least as ferocious as the loveable siren could be. I had a feeling if Kelly were here, there’d be far more growl in her voice.
Scarlett nodded. “Stay out of your head, big boy.”
My first mate knew me well.
I jumped down into the sand. Shortly after, the woman jumped down, naked herself.
“This duel is between Karen of the blue and Zach, heir of Bahamut, and recognized King of Dragons.” Brom’s booming voice rolled out from on top of the cliff.
I tried not to snort at her name. It fit.
Dragons and their harems crowded around to watch, but there was a commotion at my title. I had assumed that it would have already spread across the dragons, but dragons apparently held some information like they did their gold.
They all knew now that I was the heir of Bahamut, just not the rest.
“Both of you understand the terms of the duel?”
I nodded and so did she.
Chloe and Larisa had explained the rules of such a duel. Shifting was allowed, but flying more than a few seconds away from your opponent was considered cowardly and surrender.
“Then under our watch, may you solve your dispute,” Brom projected his voice, beginning our duel.
Karen didn’t hesitate. Charging me, one moment was a naked woman screaming in rage, the next she was a blue tank of a dragon, barreling forward on all four as she continued to expand.
I shifted quickly into my dragon knight form. I tripled in mass and covered myself with protective gold scales. As she reached me, I met her rock-hard head with my fist.
Her momentum came to a sudden halt, her back end lifting up off the ground as her weight carried it forward.
I was proud of my strength, but it hadn’t been as seamless as I’d hoped. My shoulder ached as I bounced back a step. I cursed as pain radiated through my shoulder. Stopping that might have torn something.
Karen had the advantage at that point; she had finished shifting and her massive blue claw swept from the side.
As much strength as I had, I couldn’t outmaneuver her fully shifted claw as she scooped me up and tossed me to the side. My back smashed against the cliff face, rocks cracking and crumbling behind me.
Karen roared and rushed towards me once more.
Trying to buy myself time, I pulsed out my fear aura. It hit her like a tidal wave. She stumbled, pulling herself back as her draconic eyes dilated with fear.
I used the time, and I shifted. My bones cracked and reformed as my body shifted, growing larger and larger. My massive gold head rose up over her as she shied away.
Given my more recent increase in size, I had hoped to tower over her. But I was only negligibly larger than her. I shifted my aura; no longer did I want to scare her. I wanted to dominate her.
Karen snapped out, her maw opening as lightning crackled inside and spilled out. The lightning washed over me, my scales shifting to bronze as it did before they shifted back to gold.
My beast grinned, and I couldn’t help but agree as I pushed to shift to silver. Fire was more harmful than I wanted at the moment.
Karen growled and tried to rise up to match me, but it was like someone had weighed her head down. She was struggling to lift it.
Frost breath washed over her, coating her in ice and frosting her claws in enormous blocks, frozen to the sand. She whined and snapped at me as my scales shifted gold once again, and I approached.
Her teeth came close to my neck, but I slapped it away with the back of my claw, making her stumble. When she couldn’t reposition her feet, she tipped over, another whine escaping her.
I rumbled a victorious growl and put one clawed foot over her neck, pressing her face into the sand. She fought me slightly, growling and snapping, but it was no use.
It wasn’t even a challenge; she was as weak as a kitten in front of me.
“Yield,” I demanded, applying the slightest bit more force.
Karen whimpered, a noise I hadn’t expected from a dragon, and I smelled the scent of her arousal. The beast tried to take control; my dragon craved to satisfy her and itself.
But the human part of me was disgusted. “Yield.” I pushed against her again.
“I yield,” she hissed.
Pushing off her, I turned to the crowd on the cliff face. Everyone but my three mates was kneeling on the ground towards me.
Jadelyn clapped excitedly. “That’s my husband!” She pointed down as if everyone didn’t already know.
I rumbled a chuckle, but I knew I wasn’t quite done. Stepping up to the cliff face, I met Scarlett’s eyes. “Come, let me give you a lift down.”
Scarlett didn’t hesitate, jumping on my head as I lowered her down to the sandy beach.
“Karen, you will now bow before my mate and apologize for your disrespect,” I growled.
Karen struggled to roll onto her belly and glared at Scarlett. For a brief moment, I thought she was about to snap forward and swallow my mate, but then her nose touched the sand and pushed into it as she lowered her head for Scarlett.
“I am satisfied.” Even if the beast wanted to grind her face into the sand, I knew there was such a thing as going too far. Especially in a public display before those I was supposed to lead.
Turning back to those still kneeling on the cliff, I spoke, “Rise, let us return to our celebrations!”
I used my head to scoop up Scarlett and toss her up into the air.
“Whoa!” she shouted, suddenly jostled, but I knew my Kitsune would land on her feet. “Warn a girl.”
“You’ve been warned now and in the future. When my blood is pumping, I might toss you around,” I grumbled.
“If you need a chew toy right now, the other two might be better,” Scarlett laughed.
“All three. Nothing less will do.” After smelling another dragon’s arousal, the beast was going wild in my head. Between that and the victory of the duel, I was ready to celebrate.
I put Scarlett down on the top of the cliff and raised myself partially over before shifting.
“Clothes.” Morgana handed them back to me.
“Thank you.” I quickly slid them on before the available dragons around me tried to pounce. My beast might have just won out if they had.
Thankfully, they turned, and everyone started heading back to the party while I got dressed.
Jadelyn looked me up and down. “You look tense.”
“Horny,” I grumbled. “My dragon really wants to rut in celebration of that victory. I’m also smelling other female dragons here, and it is hard.”
It wasn’t just Karen. Now I was noticing the potent cocktail of female dragon scents around me.
“We need to head back to the party; I don’t think it would be good to duck out just yet.” Jadelyn walked next to me, her fingers along my arm, “But maybe we could take the edge off?” 
She leaned over and nibbled on my ear.
“I’d like that.” I pulled my three mates away from the edge of the jungle, a little deeper into the darkness for a little privacy.
It was Morgana that stopped me, pulling my lips down to her red-painted lips and kissing me.
Her lips were firm and unyielding as I tasted her and her vampire saliva. After months of exposure, I understood it better, and my mind was more than ready for its effect.
My body tingled with sensitive pleasure as I pulled away. Her soft blue chest heaved as she breathed heavily and stared into my eyes with her ruby red eyes. 
“Well fought. I think your kingship will be in far less question after that. My king,” she teased. “But you dropped your guard at the start and didn’t go into it with a plan.”
I groaned. Of course, she was going to coach me, but I was focused on the strain she was putting on my pants.
I felt Morgana move slightly to the side as a tug arose on my pants. Morgana continued kissing my neck as suddenly, two Jadelyns knelt down on the jungle floor.
They looked up at me with a smile. 
“I wonder which of us is the real one. Me?” The one on the left leaned forward and planted a sloppy, wet kiss along the side of my erection. Her soft lips molded around me and suckled for a moment before she drew back.
I so desperately wanted to turn with her, chasing the warmth of her lips.
But the other Jadelyn cupped me and brought me to her own lips. She trailed small kisses along the length before kissing the tip and passing it back. “Maybe I’m the real one.”
I couldn’t help but buck my hips at the two of them. My beast was not in a slow and seductive mood. He wanted to rut hard and fast.
Seeing my frustration only made their smiles more brilliant. But while she had cast an illusion, I had no question which of them was my Scarlett. The sparkle of mischief in her eyes was unmistakable.
But I wasn’t going to ruin their game. “I don’t know; I might need a few more samples of those lovely lips before I can be sure.” 
The last few words came out in a shiver as Morgana dragged her fangs along my neck, teasing me in her own way.
“Yes.” The real Jadelyn on the left took it again, kissing the head softly before opening her mouth and taking my length easily. She kept eye contact with me as she savored it, her tongue eagerly coaxing me forward.
Jadelyn, despite all of her wealth and before she had even known what I was, had chosen me. Chosen me to be her husband. Given me her song and molded her body to be perfect for me. She was devoted to me in a way that others couldn’t compare to. I had a feeling that was why my beast had marked her first.
I could see the thin scar with the cut of her dress. It was my mark; my claim on her flesh. The beast agreed with my pleasure at seeing it, wanting to reclaim his mate.
But after the duel and the day I knew she had, going up against the mother dragons, I wanted to make sure Scarlett felt special.
I slid myself out of Jadelyn’s eager mouth and turned to Scarlett, grabbing her hair and holding her little fox ears. Doing so put pressure on her illusion and it popped, leaving behind my lovely, red-haired Kitsune. 
“I think since the duel was for your honor, you deserve this one.”
She eagerly opened her mouth and swallowed me whole.
Early on in our relationship, she had struggled with my size, but practice had made perfect. Although, she still struggled in our repeat sessions; I often stretched her.
“Jadelyn, would you sing for me?” I lifted my siren up from her knees but held one hand on Scarlett’s head as I started to gently thrust inside of her mouth.
“Of course, my king.” Jadelyn gracefully came to my side, molding against me as a soft note rolled into my ear.
Her song struck my libido like a tuning fork, and I suddenly had to resist the urge of popping right there in Scarlett’s mouth.
Jadelyn’s song and Morgana’s venom had me on a sexual high. My body was practically vibrating as I stroked the inside of Scarlett’s mouth, feeling every bump of her tongue rolling along my head.
She knew it too, slowing down, dragging it out even as I twitched in her mouth.
I grabbed both of Scarlett’s soft fox ears and pushed myself deeper into her as she hummed around my head. It felt like my eyes might roll back in my head as I started hitting my peak, my knees buckling as I exploded down her throat.
Scarlett closed her eyes in pleasure as my seed carried with it its own euphoric effect.
She pulled off and sagged. “That still gets me every time.”
Morgana took that moment to bite me and take a small sip. “Sorry. You taste so good right after.” Her eyes didn’t have an ounce of apology within them.
I grabbed her head and pushed her lips back to the two puncture wounds before they healed. “It felt good.”
Jadelyn pulled my head to her and kissed me softly. “Is that better?”
“Marginally,” I grumbled, wanting to satisfy each of them a dozen times in the jungle before I’d even be close to done. Dragon libido was legendary, and I was no exception. I was surprised I hadn’t seen more rutting since we had arrived on the island.
“Come on. We’ll have to settle for ‘marginally better’ and get back to the party. Scar, are you good to defend him from the dragon moms and lovelies?” Jadelyn moved to help Scarlett up.
My Kitsune shook off the effect of my seed and straightened her leather jacket. “Yeah, I got this. Are you sure you don’t just want to put them through the rounds and get them all pregnant?”
The beast inside me perked up like a puppy hearing the word ‘treat’.
“No. I don’t want a bunch of meaningless mates that just serve to incubate dragons. If I’d wanted that, I would have taken over Kelly’s pack and just used them. I want women who I love and who love me. Does that make me a romantic sap?”
“It makes you our lovely husband.” Jadelyn grabbed my hand after helping Scarlett up and stared into my eyes. “We love you for who you are, and we won’t force this.”
“But?” I could feel it coming.
“But you have to think about the responsibilities your new role may have,” she finished with a helpless shrug.
I turned to Scarlett. She’d once struggled even with the idea of sharing me with Jadelyn. I was concerned how this would make you feel. 
“And you? How are the dragons so far?” I started heading back towards the party.
“Obviously, I love Yev best,” Scarlett laughed. “But that’s probably more just familiarity more than anything. We’ve got a couple who are a little too entitled. Chloe and Larisa showed us you can knock it out of them, though, so maybe that duel will change a few minds.” She shrugged.
Crazy women, why weren’t they more invested in this? But I knew the answer to the question, they were resigned to the fact that my harem would continue to grow.
“We probably need you to get to know a few to see their real colors come out,” she concluded.
“Send me a few that you have vetted. Let’s try to get me some one-on-one time with them tonight or tomorrow.” I sighed.
Morgana laughed. “Dragon king speed dating.” 
Jadelyn snickered behind me.
“Something like that,” I grumbled.




Chapter 8


"Okay, first up, we have Sarisha." Scarlett checked off a note on her clipboard and grinned as she walked over to the first dragon.
Sarisha pulled her dark hair over the back of her ear and did a small curtsy for me. "I'm humbled by your presence, my king." 
She bowed low enough to show off her caramel-colored cleavage. She was one of the few to not put her hand over her shoulder, seeming to choose the curtsy instead, but she shifted the skin on her shoulder to a lovely brass.
"Thank you. Come, take a seat." I gestured over at the spot on the chunky wooden bench seat next to me.
After Brom's palace, I'd expected finer furniture, but the conclave kept everything simple and timeless. The furniture sat for centuries at a time and needed to withstand several dragons. Fortified furniture was more important.
I took a moment to flash Scarlett a questioning glance, hoping she could help me speed up the process. But she just smirked and looked away, pretending something else had called for her. Traitor. I looked back over at my date, who was waiting expectantly.
"So, where do you come from?" I probed.
"India. Though sometimes people say my eyes make me foreign." She smiled and tapped her cheeks, pointing at her vibrant blue eyes. Against her tan skin, it made her exotic. 
"You've met my father, though. Moroz," she added.
I had been flooded with names, but I could recognize his name. In the absence of red dragons, white dragons were the leaders of the chromatic, and Moroz was their leader. 
"Ah," I said noncommittally. So far, I hadn't gotten much of an impression either way. I got the sense that he was tough and quiet, but that was about it.
"Uh oh. Did I just disqualify myself?" A laughing smile hung on her face, but I could tell that she was a little nervous.
I realized how much pressure she was probably under. "I don't really know how to take it. Your father didn't talk too much today. He seems like a quiet, stern type?"
She put a hand to her chest. "Oh, thank goodness. He can be a real bear sometimes, well, at least back home. I was worried he'd spoil my chances."
I let out a breath. "Not yet. Besides, we are all our own people. As long as you aren't secretly his pawn, then I don't know why his actions would disqualify you."
"Really? I thought the dragon king would be all high and mighty, smiting my chances if my father so much as spoke out against him." She put on a stern face and hit the table.
I smiled, feeling more relaxed as we got deeper into the conversation. "No, you'll find that I'm pretty down to earth. I only recently was indoctrinated with the whole underground paranormal world."
That seemed to pique her interest. "Yes, I heard that. Statistically, it is amazing no one noticed you before. There are so many paranormals that should have been able to see that you weren't human."
I shrugged but didn't want to talk about my theory of my dragon being sealed. "Someone eventually did. Though, it was a werewolf looking for a fight."
"Oh, no," she gasped and covered her face. "Is he all right?"
"Dead." I kept my best poker face on.
"Poor wolfy. Stupid to pick a fight with you," she laughed. "But what do you do?"
I had a feeling I'd be answering that question throughout the night. "School mostly. And I am a partner in Morgana Silverwing's mercenary group."
"A dragon king for hire. Do you... take any type of job?" The hungry look on her face told me exactly what type of 'job' she was thinking about.
Chuckling and trying to take it as a compliment, I shook my head. "We do investigation work mostly. Occasionally, I have done protection detail, but I'll be honest, it is a lot easier to track or kill someone than protect them."
"Vicious." She smiled and took a sip of the party's punch. Apparently, for a dragon, that was a compliment.
I'd tried the punch earlier; it was potent. I'd had to pace myself to make sure that I made it through the night and didn't find myself face first in the sand in the morning.
"Just practical." I shrugged and took the smallest sip of my own drink. "You've asked a lot about me. What about you?"
"I've dabbled in a few things over the years. Engineering has always been fun, but usually requires specialization. And that means keeping up with all the latest technology. It gets tiring after a while, so I've jumped around a bit. But right now I'm doing... uh... finance." She blushed as she said it. "I know it isn't exciting."
"Sounds fine to me. It is a stable job, though I doubt you need it?"
"Keeps me busy, and I get to play with money. I love the precious metal market. That and there is so much order in money and the markets." She grinned.
"Oh, I don't know if I could use my hoard that way."
Sarisha gasped. "Not the hoard gold! Other gold. It's all just investing, and occasionally, I take out a chunk to grow my hoard."
"Excuse me," a woman of Amazonian stature and dark raven hair interrupted us. "I think your time is up."
Sarisha opened her mouth to argue, but closed it quickly. Whoever this newcomer was, she intimidated Sarisha.
"Thank you for your time, my king." Sarisha bowed politely. "I will speak to you further at another time."
It seemed that they were going to play nice, even if the new girl was being aggressive.
"It was my pleasure, Sarisha." I pointedly remembered her name, although I wasn't sure I'd be able to keep it up all night. "You should snag me for a conversation later; I'd like some investment tips if you have them."
Her smile was beautiful as she nodded quickly and hurried to escape from the tall dragon.
"And who might you be?" I turned my attention to a woman whose stature intimidated the other dragons around. She had a face that looked like it was carved from marble and a metal circlet around her head to keep her hair out of the way.
Honestly, she looked like she had walked out of a hero comic about an Amazonian princess.
"Polydora, pleased to meet you." She bowed and showed brass scales before taking the seat and putting her arm over my shoulder. She sat closer to me than most as she turned to meet my eyes head on. "Scarlett has opened the floor for us to get some individual time with you, though she is leaving it up to us to make the time."
"So you scared the others away?" Even now, I could see some of the other dragons watching carefully from further away.
Polydora followed my line of sight, and the girls who had been watching quickly found something else to do.
"It isn't my fault they are intimidated by me. I do have something of a reputation."
I raised an eyebrow. "Now is the time to wow me with it."
She only shrugged. "I once had a habit of dueling others for the sake of combat. Any offense was taken to the dueling beach. It was a good way to test myself against more dragons, and I didn't even fight to the death. I don't know why they make such a big deal about it."
"How many times did you lose?" I asked, out of curiosity.
"Once. To Brom. He decided that enough was enough and made me submit and stop dueling during the last conclave." She leaned back, full of confidence.
I smiled. She was a true warrior. I could see why the others would be intimidated if she'd fought her way through the dragons, only for the former dragon king to make her submit to stop the fights.
"Impressive. I hope you aren't angling for another duel here?"
She shook her head. "Unless you would like to engage me in combat on the bed, I have no desire to fight you. It is actually the opposite. I would let you stab me with your sword all night long."
I covered a cough with a sip of my drink. "Bold."
But my comment didn't slow her. Polydora just leaned forward, putting her face inches from mine. 
"Determined too. The king of the metallics has come again. You are an honor to our species, and I would be honored to serve you, however you would see fit." She pursed her lips, a wry quirk lingering at the edges.
Given the way she was looking at me, she had a very specific way in mind to serve me. She was almost a little too forward for me.
"Thank you, Polydora, but I take things a little slower." I gained my wits again.
"Shame, would you like to duel for it?" Her eyes gleamed with what I thought was humor.
I decided to take it as a joke and chuckle. "I'd rather not be embroiled in combat for the whole conclave if I can manage it. My mates would not be pleased with me."
Polydora's eyes flickered across the party to my mates, and mine followed.
I was glad to see that others were being friendly with them. Jadelyn had a small group surrounding her, as usual. But it made sense. She was a minor celebrity and helped run the family business. She was a good person to know.
"That is Frey. Bronze." Polydora pointed one of the dragons around Jadelyn out to me. "I have fought him before. He's a powerful warrior. But he politics like he fights, with too much force and not enough finesse."
Somehow, her words painted his actions in the conversation with Jadelyn a little differently, and I watched him closely. "Do I need to be concerned?"
She shrugged. "Almost half the dragons here have a reason to fight you. Either for your seed or for some feigned grievance so that they can fight the dragon king and put him down when he is but a whelp."
I frowned. "What point would that serve?"
"You will rise in power quickly. This is their chance by rising atop your head by having once defeated you. You are but one of nine male dragons; of the fifty females, sixteen of us are more than eager to enter a mating. Another half dozen would take you into their own harems."
I scoffed. It was hypocritical of me, but I wasn't going to join some woman's harem.
"That isn't to your liking, I can see. Then there are a handful that have no attachment but would happily be a brood mare for the dragon king's children."
"You seem to know them all well," I shot back.
She gave me a measured look. "There are nine male dragons and just less than fifty females. There are not that many to meet in the three conclaves I've attended. Although for my first, I was quite young."
That meant Polydora was likely over a thousand years old.
"Can I ask why you aren't mated yet?"
Her eyes bore into me. "No male has beaten me in combat and earned that right."
"Didn't Brom beat you?" I asked.
Polydora's lips curled up into a smile, like I'd been baited into that question. "Brom is my father."
My eyes grew wide as my mind swirled, trying to figure out how to dig myself out of the hole I'd just made.
"Sorry, I didn't mean to suggest... wait, is that okay in dragon culture?" I rambled, feeling a little silly for almost suggesting she mate with her father.
"Don't worry. I knew you did not know, and it was a fair connection. And to answer your question, no, dragons strive for at least three generations of separation. It keeps everyone healthy, but we have a very limited gene pool to draw from. Another reason that you are so... desired," she answered.
"Oh. I have no connection, so I'm fair game to anyone."
"Precisely. My father, unfortunately, is well ingrained in the family tree of dragons, given his age. My own options are quite limited. Frey is actually an option, but he cannot beat me, and he is an ass who would suck the single teat of my father if it got him a favor."
The single t— oh, he'd suck cock. "He really sucks up to your father?"
"As a bronze, he looked up to my father, even thought one day he would succeed him as king." Polydora watched me out of the corner of her eye.
I knew the warning when I heard it. "You think he's going to challenge me?"
"Perhaps. Of those present, he is both young enough to be that stupid and ambitious enough. Though, I would like to see you fight again, my king. I beat Karen when I was a whelp." Polydora smirked.
"So what do you do?" I tried to steer the conversation to other topics as I pulled my eyes away from Frey and how he talked with Jadelyn.
"I box officially, but underground fighting circuits are better. Especially ones that might have paranormals." She smiled.
I laughed. Polydora was a fighter through and through.
I tried to change our conversation to a topic she'd enjoy. "I fought a handful of swamp trolls recently. Tough little buggers."
Her eyes shined. "They are famed for their strength and for their regenerative abilities. Though I doubt you fought them under any regulations. They aren't known for being very smart."
"Well, I thought I was just a gold dragon at the time, so no breaths and no magic. Just claws and fists. I even fought them in my human form a few times."
She nodded excitedly. "Yes, handicapping yourself to make the fight more interesting. I knew you would be a powerful king."
I didn't have the heart to tell her that my main handicap was my inability to use everything. Her expression was full of admiration, and I couldn't pop that bubble just yet.
Larisa stomped up and crossed her arms. "Poly, don't hog him all night."
"I only just started, dear sister." Polydora swirled her drink and shifted herself in an exaggerated way as she got comfortable next to me.
Larisa rolled her eyes as I processed the word sister. They were half-sisters given that both were Brom's daughters.
"Don't 'sister' me unless you are going to give up your spot on the bench." Larisa was probably the shortest dragon present, so I was surprised she was the one to stand up to Polydora.
It would have been even funnier if I hadn't actually been a little concerned for Larisa.
But their relationship seemed to win out, and Polydora nodded, standing and casting a glance towards Frey. "Do hurry though. I'm not sure you have much time."
"You could go stop it," Larisa offered, following Polydora's gaze and seeming to have the same conclusion.
"Then there wouldn't be a fight. I want to watch our king fight again." Polydora licked her lips and winked at me. "Besides, Frey won't learn his lesson unless Zach here puts him in his place."
With that, they traded places, and Larisa plopped down next to me in a light, white sun dress that went well with her stark white hair. She was petite, though I had seen her shift; she was as big as some of the older dragons.
I wondered how old she was.
"Do I need to worry about Frey?" I asked her.
She sighed. "Yes. He's going to push you to duel him. I'll bet you twenty gold coins that before the end of the night he harasses one of your mates." Larisa seemed confident in her assessment.
I growled. "That would be a poor choice." 
Given that he was hovering around Jadelyn, he had already found his mark. I wish he'd tried with Morgana; he'd lose an arm before I ever needed to challenge him. And I knew Scarlett was busy dealing with a dozen female dragons that wanted her attention.
"Should I just get it over with?" I asked. Larisa had given me advice on dragon politics, and I was leaning into her knowledge.
"Nope, then he'll just claim that you bullied him. Let him push it a little more, then even if he whines after you kick his ass, no one will listen."
I went to reply, but she jumped in first. "But I didn't come over here to talk about the local bullies. How are you? How was the first day of the conclave?"
I paused. The others all had stuck to idle conversation topics. But I had known Larisa longer. "Juggling all the names is about the best I can do right now. Mostly, I'm trying to facilitate and let the older dragons hash out actual details. I mean, kings rely on advisers, not doing everything themselves, right?"
She actually looked impressed. "Not bad. I was kind of worried you'd stomp in here and start sweeping changes. After Amara was pulled into the council almost immediately, everyone was talking about how you'd modernize the whole dragon race in the matter of this week."
I snorted. "That would be worse than teaching eighty-year-olds how to use computers."
Only after I spoke did I realize that the petite woman next to me was likely far older than eighty years.
Sure enough, she raised a critical eyebrow at my comment. "Want to rethink that one?"
"Yeah..." I winced. "My bad. I keep forgetting sometimes. Your stature doesn't exactly help."
"My what?" She went from amused to glaring at me. "I am not short."
"You kind of are. Though I understand that you don't want me to say as much," I backpedaled.
Larisa snorted frost out of her nose. "I'm going to get you back for that one. Do you know how frustrating it is being this short? Especially among dragons?"
"No clue, but you seem to have handled it well," I blurted, trying to save the situation. "But there are disadvantages to being tall. You'd be amazed at all the dirty surfaces I see at eye level all the time."
"Really?" She seemed interested.
"No one ever cleans the top of grocery racks or the tops of vending machines," I joked.
"Huh," Larisa commented.




Chapter 9


"Bottom shelves suck?"
"A little, but thankfully I'm not getting old enough that my back hurts to bend over."
She chuckled. "None of us are getting old. One perk of being a dragon. Some of them get pretty old minded though, and the ones born waaaay back when are still stuck thinking the wheel is new."
I let out one of the deeper laughs I'd had in a while. I knew they weren't quite that old. Brom was over three thousand years old and, as far as I knew, was the oldest dragon alive.
"You all seem to do pretty well with technology, though," I offered. Neither she nor Chloe had shown trouble with phones or computers while living with Jadelyn.
"Phones are great. But the older dragons call them 'delicate'." She laughed at some joke that I didn't quite understand.
"Why are they delicate?" I asked.
"My father and mother went through quite a few of them early on. They weren't very gentle with them and crushed over a dozen phones when they were just coming out." Larisa laughed at some memory.
I smiled. This was the first time I'd seen her show much emotion. I went to continue the conversation, but she just ran a hand down my arm, smiling up at me. 
"Okay, I can get to know you better when we head back to Philly. I just wanted to chase away Poly before she hogged you all night so that you could meet some of the others, too." Larisa stood up from the bench.
"I'm surprised she didn't duel me,” I replied.
Larisa pointedly looked at me. “She can’t. Our father made a deal that she can’t duel anyone else unless she beats him first, which then sort of invalidates it all, anyway. She might pick a fight with our father if there’s time this week.”
I raised my eyebrows. That was a fight I’d pay to see.
“Looks like Trina is heading this way. Best of luck. You should make friends with a healer before you duel Frey," Larisa commented.
Larisa vacated her seat for the new dragon. I was feeling a little like a carnival ride. Everybody was lined up and taking turns.
"You must be Trina," I greeted the dragon, who looked like she'd spent quite a bit of time out in the sun. Her tan lines peeked around the edge of her dress, giving it away that it wasn't her natural skin tone.
"I'm honored that my king knows my name." Trina did a small bow, showing copper scales on her hand.
I smelled just a hint of the death breath on her, but she had done a great job hiding it underneath her perfume. "So, what do you do for a living?"
She chuckled. "I'm a doctor."
"I'll bet patients love to have you at their bedside," I teased. 
She was a beauty, with a messy braid of her dark brown hair that went over one of her shoulders and rested against her chest. And as I followed the braid, my eyes lingered where her cleavage was exposed by her low-cut top.
"Actually, my bedside manner nearly got me in trouble a few times." She stuck out her tongue. "Humans get hurt a lot. But they make good practice."
I raised an eyebrow in concern. "Practice?"
"I'm copper, so I have death magic, but I use it to stave off death rather than inflict it. When paranormals in my area get hurt, they show up at my hospital and I swoop in to cover them. But I get a lot of humans in between the paranormal. They are quite fragile, so they make for good practice. I have a stellar rate of recovery for my patients." She smiled.
Part of me wanted to question her idea of 'practicing' on humans. But if she had a good recovery rate, then she was helping them. Even if she saw it as practice, she was doing right by them.
The clash between my human perspective and the dragon perspective made my head hurt.
Pushing the conversation along, I tried to change the subject. "So what's the best part of the job for you, then?"
"I'm working on new general healing enchantments. You see..." She shifted her hand into a long talon and carved it right into the bench seat. "... dragon healing is more about stopping death and letting the body naturally heal. Sucks, but we are coming at healing from the other side. So general enchantments like this can help speed up someone's natural healing, and it doesn't matter what element my magic is."
Watching her focus while she worked, her face scrunched up just slightly as she bit her bottom lip. I smiled, enjoying the more casual moment with her. 
"Are all the hospital beds where you work carved up like this?" I asked.
"Oh my gosh. Sorry, I didn't mean to carve up your bench." She realized what she was doing. "You probably think this is some sort of ensnarement enchantment. I promise it isn't." She shifted her entire hand and raked through the enchantment she had started, ruining it.
"Wait, you're fine." I grabbed her wrist.
She was spiraling, gushing about how sorry she was and that she wasn't trying to do anything to me. Honestly, I wouldn't have been able to tell what she was doing, but it was probably best I didn't broadcast my lack of magical knowledge.
"So, you aren't sending me away?" she asked, looking up at me through her eyelashes.
"No, but I am getting thirsty." I held my cup up and noticed it was empty.
An elf I didn't recognize stepped over, seeing me about to get up. "Don't worry, we will fill that for you." 
She plucked the cup out of my hand and disappeared with it.
"Well... that's service," I commented.
Trina shrugged. "That was one of Thuun's ladies. They are good people."
I nodded along with her and sought a change in topic. "So, Trina, is that short for anything? It feels like a very modern name."
She blushed. "Meditrina. My parents were born in Rome."
"Like, modern day Rome?" I hazarded.
Trina chuckled. "Like ancient Rome. They saw Caesar rise and fall."
"Oh." I struggled to follow that one up. "Bet they have some strange habits." I cringed internally after I said it. Not my best retort.
But she went right along with it. I guess my charm overwhelmed my poor conversation skills.
The elf came back with a full drink, one that smelled just the same as the last. Though, a sip told me that it might even be stronger.
"Romans were pretty bloodthirsty. Bloodsports were common; my father even went and did a few gladiatorial tours through the empire." She said it as if it were no big deal.
"Shit, which dragon do I need to be careful of?" I joked.
"Thuun. My mom is copper." She squinted through the party, but didn't spot her.
"Wait, Thuun was a gladiator? He seemed like a gentle scholar," I replied.
Trina rolled her eyes. "Don't let him fool you. He traded his sword for a pen after the church's inquisitions, but he's still a force with a gladius."
I wondered how old she was. "Were you around to see that change?"
Trina narrowed her eyes at me. "Fishing for my age?"
"Maybe?" I grinned.
"No, I wasn't. So at least I'm younger than four hundred years. But you don't get to fish anymore."
I held my hands up in surrender. "Got me. It really feels like the conclave is more of a family reunion."
"There's just over fifty of us. Though the number that died in the seventeenth century was huge, there just won't be much diversity. Anyone born after that, chances are, both of their parents are here." Trina waved nonchalantly.
But I winced. Neither of my parents were here.
"Shit. I forgot." She covered her mouth. "That isn't what I meant."
Before we could go down that less-than-ideal conversation topic, Trina was saved. Unfortunately, she was saved by a noise that made my blood boil.
"Get off." Jadelyn pushed at Frey, who was hovering over her.
"Sorry, I need to deal with this," I apologized to Trina as I stood, hearing her curse Frey under her breath.
As I stood and strode over to my bride, the party went quiet. Everybody parted for me as I walked with authority and anger.
Scarlett had already mobilized. She was about to take down Frey, but I caught her eye, motioning for her to stop. She didn't have much of a chance of taking him on, but I knew that wouldn't stop my mate.
"Scar, I got this." I stepped up beside the altercation, turning my attention to Frey.
"If you wanted to duel me, all you had to do was ask," I projected my voice, making sure it carried through the room. "Pressing yourself on someone else's mate is a cheap way to come after somebody. Are you truly such a coward? You cannot challenge me head on?"
The conclave had become deathly quiet. My words seemed to echo off the tower.
"You've got this all wrong." Frey held up his hands. "She was flirting with me."
I had to keep myself from rolling my eyes as I raised an eyebrow and stared at him, making it perfectly clear I knew that was bullshit.
After giving enough of a pause to make him uncomfortable, I spoke again. "So, you're a coward and a terrible liar. Noted. But you should keep in mind that she's a siren and already my mate. Unless you want to get your brain scrambled, I'd watch how you treat her."
He wanted me to start the duel, but I would not give him the pleasure of getting a rise out of me.
"You're okay, Jade?" I asked, reaching my arm out as she pulled herself out from under Frey's arm and letting her curl into my side. 
"Let's go." I turned with her in tow.
"What did you call me?" Frey growled behind me.
But I didn't turn. He wasn't any of my concern. I treated him like the yappy dog he was. He wanted to egg me on, so I would do the opposite and ignore him.
"Can I duel him?" Jadelyn asked. "I want to duel him."
"No, because he might really kill you to piss me off. Let's not play games with an idiot looking to die."
Jadelyn puffed out her cheeks and crossed her arms. "But in theory, could I duel him?"
"Yes, on my behalf, but I'd need to agree." I gave her a look, letting her know that would not happen.
She looked over her shoulder, her eyes narrowing at what I assumed was Frey. "Bet I could drown a dragon."
"You're a force to be reckoned with, Jade, but let's not try. Besides, he'll end up dueling me. Why are you getting so upset here? Normally, you just shrug off other guys." Jadelyn got hit on a lot. It was predictable enough that you could set your watch to it when we went to a bar.
"This is your first conclave as king; he's undermining you. He used me to prove a point, and I was his tool. I am nobody's tool. He must be taken down." A little fire lit in her eyes.
I raised an eyebrow. "Where the hell did my lovely siren go and who is this bloodthirsty woman?"
"It's business," she explained.
I smiled. In business, she was a fierce shark. So if she was treating this like business, she might actually drown Frey.
"Don't worry, he'll strike here before long." I continued to walk away as Frey's shouts faded behind me.
But when they erupted into draconic roars, I knew I couldn't ignore them any longer. Turning, I found Frey shifting into a bronze dragon amid the party, growling at me.
"Is this your idea of waiting for me to issue a challenge? What poor form, shifting out of rage." I cocked my head to look at Brom. "This is enough to be a formal challenge?"
"Looks like one to me." Brom shrugged, both of us ignoring the very large bronze dragon staring down at me. "But let's move this to the beach."
Frey snorted and beat his wings to take to the air, knocking over everyone's party.
"What a fucking cocky idiot," I growled. "He could have at least respected everyone here."
I turned to see several elves righting themselves and people pulling at their clothes that were soaked when their drinks had decided to fly free of their hands.
Rather than race after him and buffet them a second time with dragon wings, I walked out of the area on foot until I was clear of the party. Then I shifted.
My gold scales blossomed from my skin as golden wings yawned out of my back and caught the wind.
I floated up into the air, following the bronze dragon over to the beach. I wondered if I could settle it quickly before we had such a massive crowd. I didn't want to spend any more time than needed on Frey.
But a dozen dragons were taking flight behind me.
I spotted some of my recent admirers in the flight that formed and trailed after me. But in general, it seemed that many of the dragons were ready for the show.
By the time I got to the beach, Frey was pacing in the sand, growling with rage. Given that he was the one provoking me, I wasn't sure why he had his panties in a twist.
I landed on the other side of the beach from him, with the water at my back.
My voice boomed over the sand and the jungle beyond to the skies, where dragons were still making their way over. "Let's make this quick."
Frey snapped at me. "Should you lose, you will relinquish your title of king to me."
I scoffed. Nobody present would respect him as the king of dragons, even if he beat me. And he wouldn't. "You don't have the rights to that title. If I gave it to you, nothing would even change."
"I was supposed to be the next king. Everything you have should have been mine," Frey snapped at me. "I demand your title."
"Sure." I shrugged my large shoulders. "My title as king. I'll do the little bow for you even."
Frey's eyes lit up in delight at my words.
"If I win. You will die."
Frey blinked at me. "I am a male dragon, one of the last of our kind. You cannot kill me."
I stared him down, keeping my calm in a way that clearly unnerved him. But inside, I was still raging at the attack on my mate.
"You touched my mate. I cannot allow that to go unanswered. You have been wanting to challenge my position all night. Was this not what you wanted? To see if my strength was worth bowing down to me? I'll answer your question, but I will not permit you to undermine me for years to come."
Thuun was the first of the conclave that landed. "We have heard the terms of your duel. But, my king, may I advise that he is truly too valuable to kill?"
I snorted. "Nobody is above justice. And I plan to reestablish all the dragon flights."
"So be it. May the green record the hubris of one Frey of the bronze flight."
I wished I had a camera to capture Frey's face as Thuun spoke, as if he was already dead.
There was a snap of a phone up above as Morgana got the picture.
Bless my mates. I'd have to look at that picture later when I was licking my wounds. I knew the duel wouldn't be a landslide. Frey was big, bigger than me. His bronze body rippled with muscle hidden just under the surface of scales.
"May the duel begin," Thuun announced.
Frey shot forward, his head had been drawn back just prior to the fight, and it snapped like a serpent.
This time, I wasn't surprised with the sudden attack. My claw came up and boxed the side of his head, making him veer off course and opening the side of his neck to me.
Just as I lurched forward with my jaws open wide, I threw my aura at him. Frey growled something in draconic, and my teeth latched onto a magical shell around him.
I bit down hard, shattering it like a candy coating, but he had moved out of the way in time. He pivoted slightly after moving, breathing a torrent of thunder on me.
My scales washed bronze, and I smiled. If he made stupid moves like that, the fight would be an easy one.
"Envokus," I roared, flinging a fireball off my wing and around his lightning.
It hit his flank, exploding and jarring him to the side as my fire burnt his scales. I closed in while he was recovering from the blast and boxed the side of his face again.
The force of my hit jerked him to one side. I smiled. I may be smaller, but I was still the dragon king. My hits were no playful taps.
Bringing up my other claw, I knocked him back and forth between my claws. I wanted to keep him disoriented to prevent him from casting new spells. I knew that, at the moment, I wouldn't be able to win against dragons using their magic.
After batting his head around a few times, Frey snapped off a blast of lightning that once again did nothing as it washed over my face.
But as I took my next swing where his head should have been, I hit nothing. I realized that his lightning blast had apparently blocked my vision, giving him the opportunity to slip to the side.
The whipping movement of air was the only notice I had before his tail hit me in the side, lifting me off the sand and tossing me several feet to the side.
"Lightning is quite bright, even if it doesn't hurt you," Frey chuckled as he preened, holding his head aloft and staring down at me.
Blinking out the spots in my vision, I saw it like a frame-by-frame film as he jumped into the air, body slamming into me. Thousands of pounds came crashing down on my chest as I bore the full weight of the big bronze. 
"Die, my king," he hissed.
I slammed my aura into him again, and I could feel his force lesson as I nearly forced him to bow. It wasn't enough, though.
His claw came down, slashing through my scales and tearing a line down my chest.
As I bled, a fire lit inside of me. It was time to use the training Morgana had given me to good use. He'd put his body close to mine, and that was about to be his biggest mistake.
My tail wrapped around his waist, and I rolled with him. We sprayed sand into the air, and I felt the cold lap of water on my sides as we moved. I rolled the two of us into the shallows of the beach.
Water sprayed over Frey's side as lightning boiled in his mouth. My claw came from the side, tearing a chunk out of him. It also caused his lightning to be sprayed to the side and out over the ocean.
I smiled, getting an idea.
I pushed his big head into the sand until water lapped over his face. Dragons didn't have gills. They could hold their breath, but not breathe underwater, at least not that I knew of.
As if to make it apparent, Frey thrashed as I held his head below the water.
My claws sank into his sides, tearing chunks of him free as he struggled.
"There is no use, Frey. You have lost. Your own draconic power fails you before me," I growled, pushing my aura against him once more.
The big bronze continued to struggle even as his blood mixed with the white foamy crests of waves crashing on the beach. The tide became red and frothy as Frey slowed down under me.
Leaning down over him, I bit his crown of horns which extended back over his head. With a crunch of my teeth, I removed them.
I pushed off him and stepped onto the beach. "Someone come check if he is dead."
Amara jumped off the cliff and hurried over, checking Frey. "He's dead." 
She backed away, separating herself from him.
"Leave," I demanded of everyone on the cliff. "I would like privacy to mourn the death of a dragon. While he left me no choice, I grieve that I had to take his life."
Polydora stood at the top of the cliff, eyeing me hungrily and licking her lips. She wasn't alone. Many of the female dragons up there were watching me reverently.
This might have seemed brutal, but it was the way of dragons. You weren't coddled with rules that only had warnings or fines. No, to antagonize another dragon meant death.
Turning, I stared at the bronze dragon as waves lapped at him, making his body twist. "I didn't want to have to kill more of my kind. But with you, I will grow stronger still."




Chapter 10


“Can I cut in?” Tyrande smiled at the white dragon that had been sitting with me for about twenty minutes.
I cringed, realizing I could not remember the dragon’s name. She’d been nice enough, but there’d been so many dragons I’d made small talk with already.
“Sure.” The nameless dragon politely bowed out.
“See you tomorrow.” I waved her off before focusing on Tyrande. “If I didn’t know better, I’d guess you weren’t a dragon,” I joked as Tyrande gathered her dress and wobbled as she sat down next to me, bumping her shoulder into mine. She’d chosen a dress that definitely made it harder to move around.
She rolled her eyes. In the dark of the surrounding jungle, they even glowed slightly. “Oh yeah? What was her name?”
I winced. “Is it that obvious?”
“No. But I did catch that you didn’t say her name with the goodbye. I know you. You would have made a point to say it if you’d remembered her name,” she reasoned.
“Got me. There are only about a dozen female dragons, but my brain is overloaded from all of this.” Dragon speed dating had been mentally draining.
“You could always just make things simple and pick my sister.” Tyrande nudged me.
I took a moment to look at her again.
The heir to the high elf ruling family had her blonde hair done up, with intricate gold ornaments woven between her hair and spilling down to her brow. It only accentuated her lovely eyes and plump pink lips.
Tyrande blushed. “You’re staring.”
“I got lost in my thoughts.” I turned away before my eyes roved further down her form. But we’d been around each other enough that my mind just filled in the image, picturing her lithe body that still carried ample curves.
Trying to change the subject, I focused back on what she’d said. “So, you came over to pitch for your sister? She hasn’t even come herself.”
I hadn’t realized it until that moment. Yev hadn’t joined the speed dating at all. I found myself feeling a little disappointed.
“Yeah, she’s in her head. She claimed it would only be fair for her to let the others get a chance and then ran off somewhere,” Tyrande sighed. “You know that she’s smitten with you.”
I nodded. If I were truly that dense, then I wouldn’t have four mates. I had noticed that Tyrande and Yev were interested after the events in Sentarshaden. But I also could not entertain either of those relationships at the time.
My hands had been full with Morgana and Kelly, and the Highaen sisters both lived half a world away from Philly.
“Problems?” She peered at me, her eyes swirling with magic.
“No, I wouldn’t say a problem. Just something we have to consider. You both have responsibilities in Sentarshaden. And I’m tied down in Philly,” I reasoned.
I wasn’t sure long distance was impossible, but I wasn’t sure my dragon could handle it well. The beast already disliked Kelly being back in the States.
“There are things called planes,” Tyrande teased, miming a plane’s flight with her hand.
I shrugged. “But I’m a dragon. I like to hoard my mates all in one place. It would be difficult for me to only see my mates now and then.”
Tyrande narrowed her eyes at me as she searched my eyes for some hidden meaning. “Really? She’d need to move to Philly? What about all these dragon biddies that you are going to knock up?”
I snorted. “That’s not happening. Scarlett is helping me narrow down the selection.”
“How many do you intend to take?”
“One?” But even as I said it, I wasn’t very confident. “The last thing I want is to dilute my relationships down to where they are meaningless. Every woman that joins me as my mate needs to be loved.”
Tyrande smiled and leaned against me. “I’m glad you’ll take such good care of my sister.”
I shook my head with a wry smile. She said it as if it had already happened. Sneaky elf trying to plant the seed.
“You won’t throw your hat in the ring?” I was more direct.
Tyrande looked at me, shocked. “But you are dating dragons.”
I looked over to where my existing mates were socializing with others. “In case you haven’t noticed, I have a type. Women who are powerful in their own rights, not just dragons.”
Tyrande and her sister were both beautiful, lovely women. I was honored by both of their affections, and if we lived closer, I would pursue the two of them much harder.
Her cheeks heated to a lovely shade of scarlet. “I’m going to be staying in Sentarshaden.”
I nodded, letting the disappointment show on my face.
I couldn’t help but think about her as a mate. She was incredibly attractive, and she got along with my existing mates. I felt myself drawn to her more than most. I wanted to get to know her better, but I also didn’t want my beast to get more attached when we’d have to separate soon enough.
Tyrande became quieter, her cheeks turning bright red, and she had trouble meeting my eyes. When she finally looked up, they were swirling uncontrollably like a torrent of her own emotions. 
“I—”
Instead of letting our words continue, I leaned down and kissed her.
Tyrande melted against me as her lips hungrily kissed me back. Her hands pawing at my clothes as if unsure if she could strip me right here. But it only lasted a moment before she pulled away, putting her hands over her lips as her eyes became wide like a frightened deer. 
“No. No,” she repeated to herself, standing up and bolting.
“Tyrande,” I called after her, but she only sped up running towards the tower.
Sighing, I let my weight settle in the seat. I would let her have a moment before I went after her.
“What was that?” Jadelyn came to sit next to me.
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Both of the sisters are interested. But Yev didn’t show up, and... well... you can see how my conversation went with Tyrande. Maybe I moved too quickly?”
Jadelyn looked at me like I was an idiot. “Yev is head over heels for you.” She playfully knocked on my head. “Idiot. She was just too embarrassed to do this whole speed dating thing.”
“I know they are both interested. Back in Sentarshaden, it was clear, but I’m in Philly.”
“And you have a wonderful mate who can make spatial portals across the city. Why not one across the world?” Jadelyn shook her head. “We will support whoever you pick. That means jets and portals if they have to get around to be part of our family.”
“But—”
Jadelyn held a finger to my lips. “Don’t argue with me, husband. I will throw my weight around for any of your mates.”
I sighed, pulling Jadelyn into my side. “You are the best. Did you know that?”
“Of course,” she laughed. “But don’t tell the others, they will get jealous. Now, you should probably go find Tyrande both to calm her down and so these dragon ladies don’t kill you.”
Only now that she mentioned it did I feel the tension from the group of ladies that had been a part of the speed dating. Apparently, my kiss with Tyrande had ruffled a few scales.
“Good thinking. Love you.” I pecked Jadelyn on the cheek and hurried after Tyrande.
But as I took a few steps, I realized I didn’t know where she would have gone. I couldn’t exactly wander into all the bedrooms trying to find her. Walking into another dragon’s territory unannounced and uninvited was probably not the best move.
And I wasn’t even sure where my room would be.
A door slammed open down the hall, and I turned toward it, finding a fuming Yev. She walked out, clearly upset, and the second her eyes locked on me, they narrowed into two draconic slits.
“What the fuck did you do to my sister?!” she roared, stomping down the hall.
I knew better than to argue, holding my hands up in the universal sign of surrender. She really looked like she was ready to hit me. 
“I came to talk to her. Is she in there?”
“Not for you.” Yev brought herself up standing in front of me.
“Yev, I just want to talk to her.”
“You’ve said enough. Whatever you said made her cry.” Yev planted her foot and cocked her hip.
Letting out a heavy breath, I nodded. “Okay, then I need to talk to her, because it wasn’t what I said, but what I did.”
“And that was?” Tyrande’s apparent new guardian cocked an eyebrow in question.
“I kissed your sister.” There was no reason for me to lie.
“You what?” Yev’s face turned bright red. “You— wh— no—” She tried to start a sentence several times and failed to the point that soon she was just opening and closing her mouth.
I walked around the temporarily disarmed sister guardian. “Since you missed the dates tonight, we should have dinner tomorrow night,” I offered as I walked away.
As I got to their door, Yev followed me in. The place was nice, a large wooden bed set up for the two of them to share. My target was sitting on the bed rubbing at her eyes.
Tyrande wasn’t crying anymore, but she had red cheeks and redder eyes. “Fuck.”
“Eloquent words from the high elf princess,” I laughed. 
Yev slid in behind me and closed the door.
“I can kick him out if you want, Tyrande,” Yev offered.
“No, damn it.” More than anything, Tyrande seemed confused. “You weren’t supposed to do that.”
Yev frowned. “He wasn’t supposed to kiss you?”
“Fuck.” Tyrande ran her fingers through her hair, but they got caught in the gold chains, and she wrestled with the hair piece before laying it out on the bed. “You told her?”
I shrugged. “I will not lie about my feelings for either of you. What I told you was the truth. I’ve been interested since Sentarshaden, and I know you have as well, at least to some degree. But I knew then that I was headed back to Philly and we wouldn’t get time to explore it. Now, it seems like we might.”
Tyrande stopped me. “I can’t, not with you. You should be with Yev.” Tyrande’s eyes flickered back and forth between me and her sister behind me. “Yev, I want you to move to Philly to pursue him. I will stay in Sentarshaden to lead the family.”
“But, sister...” Yev started, but then looked at me. “Wait, you want your mates in Philly?” She seemed heartbroken. “I don’t think I can leave Sentarshaden.”
I thought about bringing up a potential solution with Morgana’s magic, but I hadn’t even confirmed with her yet that she could do it. If she couldn’t, I’d be lifting their hopes up only to dash them on the rocks like an asshole.
Tyrande crawled off the bed and grabbed Yev’s hand. “He’s the king of dragons. I can’t possibly take this opportunity away from you.” She turned to me and bowed. “Please forget me.”
My brows rose high enough that I think they merged with my hairline. “Uh. No? I wanted to set things right, but I think you two need to talk more than I do to either of you. I’ll see you for dinner tomorrow, Yev.”
Tyrande was surprised by my response, and Yev looked something between angry and embarrassed.
I stepped back out of their room and headed back to the party. It was dark enough that I wondered if it was time to retire. The beast bumped happily in my chest, knowing what an evening with my mates meant. I realized it had been oddly quiet during my conversation with the Highaen sisters.
“Oh, I’m sorry.” A woman bumped into me, stumbling slightly. “Oh. My king.” 
She put her hand on her shoulder. It turned a rich bronze as she bowed and tipped forward.
I caught her. “Careful.” 
Even dragons could get drunk with the right drinks, and there had been plenty of those at the party.
“Thank you. I’d better get back before I get lost,” she slurred and stumbled off to her own room in the tower.
I smiled, becoming determined as I walked to wrangle my mates back into our room. I knew Jadelyn would have found one for us.
As I neared the party, my mates in sight, I was intercepted by Brom. I worked hard not to sigh. 
Brom smiled at me. “Listen, we should talk about the other perks of being king.”
“Other perks?” My eyes drifted over to my mates.
Brom followed my eyes and laughed. “Never mind; it can wait until tomorrow. Savor the night with your mates.” He walked away, laughing like an old man.
“Everything okay?” Jadelyn broke away from the dragons, who were vying for her attention. It appeared her popularity was true even among dragons.
“Nope. But I’m sure the two of them will work it out. You three are going to show me where our room is.” I hooked my arm in Jadelyn’s. This had been enough socializing for one night.
One of Scarlett’s fox ears twitched in our direction, and based on the way she suddenly broke off the conversation, she’d been listening in. I shot her a wink.
“If we don’t get him back soon. I think he’s going to drag us back,” Morgana teased as she came up behind Jadelyn.
Scarlett pulled herself away from the gathering dragons, who politely waved her and me off.
“They get so nice every time you are around,” Scarlett said loud enough that we both knew the dragons would overhear.
“Need me to duel another pushy dragon mom?” I laughed, saying it equally loud. Defending my first mate was a priority.
Now that we were further away from the crowd, I turned to Morgana to ask an important question. I was bursting to know the answer. “Morgana, can you create a spatial passageway between Sentarshaden and Philly?”
The vampiress playfully tapped on her chin, drawing out her answer. “Maybe.”
I rolled my eyes. “That doesn’t sound like the mate I know. Can you do it or not?”
Morgana let out a sultry laugh. “It can be done, but it will be tricky. I’ll need to create enchantments between the start and end points as sort of boosters in order to get a passageway that will go across continents.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Then there is, of course, the maintenance costs of the land that will house the booster enchantment.”
Jadelyn perked up. “Don’t worry. I have people that can handle the estates.” 
She pulled out a phone and started typing on her phone, lining some contact up.
“What about security? Would there be any problem if those enchantments were disrupted while somebody was en route?” I asked.
Morgana shook her head, making her silver hair dance the firelight. “I can set them up such that it will kick you out to the closest endpoint if they are disrupted. However, that does put risk at making someone stuck.”
Jadelyn looked up from her typing. “That’s what planes are for.” She put her phone away, her business apparently done.
I knew she was right, but for the enchantments to be disrupted, there was a good possibility it would be intentional. I didn’t like the idea of being slow in getting to my mates.
Scarlett must have seen my concern because she stepped forward. “We will put protocols and plans in place. This is workable. And it helps that we have a giant dragon who can fly on our side.” 
She gave me a smirk, and I realized she was right. Some of the older dragons could fly nearly as fast as a plane. As I grew more powerful, it wouldn’t matter where I was, I’d be able to get to my mates quickly.
“Okay. I think we can make that work. I didn’t want to promise anything to either Tyrande or Yev until I knew if you could make the enchantment work.”
Scarlett leaned forward, getting my attention. “Does that mean you didn’t work it out with the sisters?”
“Not exactly. I think they have something of their own to work out. Tyrande wants me to be with Yev, while Yev is undecided. I think she’s reluctant to leave her sister.”
Morgana smirked. “The answer is simple: just take them both. It’s not as if you don’t already have a harem.”
I was about to make a snarky reply, but then I took in the beautiful women standing around me, staring up at me, and my mind went somewhere else. “So, where is our new room here in the tower?”
Jadelyn beamed from ear to ear. “You’ll love it! It has the most beautiful bed you’ve ever seen. It’s almost as if dragons are used to entertaining harems. It’s huuuuge.” She spread her arms out wide.
I wondered where the hell the dragons got all the dragon-friendly furnishings. I’d been back in the room the entire time everything had gotten set up, but my mates had not.
“Where did all of this come from? The party, all the furniture, not to mention the food and drinks. I didn’t see any dragons hauling bags on the way over.”
“They pulled a lot of stuff out of the bowels of the tower. Most of the furniture was there and well preserved, though all the mattresses were hay. All the new mattresses and all the food, as well as plenty of other stuff, came on a barge parked on the south side of the island,” Scarlett commented with a sly glance at Jadelyn.
I decided not to comment on the fact that she’d clearly scouted the entire island. I wasn’t surprised. Scarlett liked to know the territory she had to use in case anything went wrong.
“Modern problems require modern solutions,” Jadelyn replied. “That, and a good contract with the world’s premier shipping company.” Jadelyn winked at me.
I hadn’t thought about it before, but the Scalewrights were the obvious answer for getting barges safely and secretly across the water. 
“So, you have a crew here on the island?” I asked.
“Nope. They requested we anchor it just outside the island’s magic and abandon it. A few of the dragons towed it in once we were here,” Jadelyn replied.
“Guess they are pretty secretive. The island seems locked down tight. We only came in one group...” I looked out a window and shifted my eyes. A huge magical barrier rose up around the island. “Yeah, there’s a barrier here.”
Morgana stopped and lifted an eyebrow. “Like we are trapped?”
“No, like the conclave is an entirely private affair.” I didn’t feel trapped, at least not among dragons. If something happened, I was absolutely sure I was safe here.
“But no more distractions. I want to be with you three,” I growled and turned to my mates. “Which room?”
“That one.” Jadelyn led the way.
When we neared the door, I flipped Jadelyn over my shoulder and scooped up Scarlett next.
Morgana pouted, “No dragon stealing me away?”
“Careful what you ask for,” Scarlett said over my shoulder.
I scooped up my pouting drow and stacked her on top of Scarlett.
“Oof. I’m fragile!” Scarlett wheezed.
“Guess we’ll have to pressure test just how fragile,” I laughed, throwing the door open to a magnificent room. 
But I would take in all the fine details later. Right now, I just wanted to be buried between my mates’ bodies.




Chapter 11


There was a heavy knocking on my door. “My king.”
“Yes?” I called groggily as my mates shifted in bed around me. I opened my eyes the slightest bit, noting that the sun was just peeking through the trees of the jungle and filtering into the suite.
Everything in the room was magnificent, including the silk-covered bed that was far beyond a typical king size. I had started calling it an emperor size bed. The red silk sheets and the matted velvet pillows screamed for me to go back to sleep.
It was the definition of luxury. And I was annoyed that luxury seemed like it was going to be interrupted. Laying between my three mates and silk sheets had the beast curling up on itself in pure contentment.
“My king. There is a critical issue that demands your attention.” 
The voice on the other side of the door sounded urgent enough that my brain shook off the grogginess, and I scooted out of bed despite my mates’ half-conscious protests.
Morgana was the most lucid of the three. “I’m coming with you. Hold on one second.”
My blue-skinned mate rolled out of bed, nearly falling on her face. Luckily, her instincts kicked in and she caught herself at the last minute and pulling herself to a stand.
I took a moment to enjoy her soft, blue flesh before she squeezed it into her tight leather pants.
Morgana caught me looking. “Are you just going to stare, or are you going to get dressed?” 
The playful smile on her face told me she didn’t mind one bit. I knew she enjoyed me watching. She always loved to tease me whenever the opportunity arose for her to get a rise out of me.
I gave her the answer she wanted and rolled my eyes before I put on my jeans and a T-shirt. It wasn’t the most kingly attire, but it was what was comfortable for me, and what I wore every day. I wasn’t about to change that.
“I’m coming out. Catch me up.” I pushed open the door with Morgana hot on my heels and dressed in her leathers.
Standing outside my door was a recognizable dragon. He had been the copper seat at the conclave. I straightened up. For another leader to have come to me and not a messenger, whatever it was meant serious business.
His face was grave, and he couldn’t meet my eyes. “There’s been a murder on the island.”
“Shit,” I cursed under my breath. That could devolve into a battery of duels if dragons tried to handle it their own way, and more than a few deaths.
Morgana nudged me and raised an eyebrow. “We’ve done this plenty of times. This is just another case.”
I realized that Morgana was right. She’d trained me for this. While it felt more personal, solving this murder would be like the work we’d done in Philly as mercenaries.
But it felt different now that it was happening under my watch, to my people. There was a new urgency building up inside of me. It was my second day as king of my people, and I now got to deal with a murder on a sealed island full of magical creatures.
“You are right.” I turned to the copper dragon. “Lead me to the scene of the murder; I want to get a look at this myself.”
“Of course, my king.” The copper bowed, shifting the scales on his hand as he clasped his shoulder.
I waved him to his feet, and he sharply turned, marching down the hall.
My brief wanderings last night gave me an idea of where we were going as we turned down the hall to the healing ward. A crowd was gathered there, held back by the white dragon leader and Brom, who promptly made space for us.
But that’s where we stopped. A woman, a dragon by the smell of her blood, lay dead on the hallway floor.
“What do we know so far?” I asked, my voice chilling as I tried to impassively examine her.
After looking at her for a few moments, I realized that I recognized her. She was the drunk bronze dragon from the night before.
“She was last seen coming in from the party by herself. She was mated to Tim,” Brom informed me. “We have people with Tim right now trying to keep him calm.”
The white scoffed. “Just let him rampage through the conclave and figure out which of his enemies killed her.”
I stopped him with a glare. “She was killed, left to bleed out. And now we find her this morning with her blood nearly dry on the stone. If this was done by any dragon, they would have devoured her for her strength, or at least covered it up. This was a message made by somebody who truly wanted to make a point and cares little for dragon dignity. They also chose a moment when she was at her most vulnerable. I’d guess that whoever did this wasn’t a dragon, and likely hated her, not Tim.”
The white dragon looked at me curiously. “You got all of that from this?” He gestured at her body.
“Yes,” I growled at him, and he shrank back. “Somebody go bring me Tim. I want to know what enemies she had. Also, has anyone checked on the healing ward?”
There was a silent communication that passed between Brom and the white. The white jumped over the dead body and went to check on the wounded black from the day before.
I turned to Brom. “Has that magical barrier been up since we arrived?”
“Yes. It is why we all arrived together and part of what I need to talk to you about this morning,” Brom reminded me of his request last night around my role in the conclave.
“That can wait a little while. We need to investigate her death. You know her name?”
“Stephanie,” Tim’s voice said behind me. “Her name was Stephanie, and she was my mate.” He growled those words, like he was ready to tear off everyone’s head. “Who the hell did this to her?”
I understood his anger. If this had been done to one of my mates, I wasn’t sure there was a dragon that could have stopped me from my rage. I was honestly impressed that Tim was standing with nobody holding him back, although his body was shaking with the control it was taking.
“We don’t know yet. But we will. Consider Morgana and I personally enlisted to solve this and bring you justice.” I injected as much empathy as I could into my voice. I needed him to remain calm so that we wouldn’t have two problems to solve.
“Do you know anyone that had a problem with your mate?” Morgana asked. She kept herself professional and interposed herself between the body and Tim to take his attention. She knew what she was doing.
Tim shook his head, trying to clear it. “I have no idea. Everyone got along with Stephanie. Maybe there were a few tussles in my harem, but nothing that wasn’t smoothed out the next day. Certainly nothing that they would kill her over.”
“What about anyone outside your family?” Morgana asked.
“I don’t think so. It’s not like we interacted with many other dragons besides my brother and mother. Anyone else here besides maybe my mother and brother haven’t seen Stephanie for hundreds of years.” Tim was as baffled as we were.
Despite not having seen her for hundreds of years, she was a dragon. She likely had existing relationships with others here. Maybe somebody had been patient. 
“What about her family? Did she have anyone here that would’ve known her prior to your mating?” I asked.
Brom interjected, “She was my niece, my sister’s daughter. My sister and her mate are no longer with us.”
“I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to open that wound,” I apologized to Brom.
The old bronze dragon shrugged his shoulders. “It has been a long time, and that is the way of dragons. We often outlive everything we love.”
It was a sad but true aspect of living as a dragon. I would live far longer than everything else around me. That meant we didn’t have too many leads, but I was used to that as well. We would dig and find more.
The leader of the white dragons came out of the healing ward, beckoning me to him. “She’s fine, and she’s awake. Maybe these two events are connected? Would you like to talk to her about her attack on the way to the dragon conclave?”
“Yes. Let’s gather whatever intel we can.” I followed the leader of the white dragons to check on the injured black dragon.
Now that daylight streamed into the room, I got a better look at the healing ward. To my surprise, it was fully stocked with all manner of jars and herbs. The jars seemed to contain liquids, but I did not know what was within them. I could only assume that those dragons that mastered death magic understood which ones killed and which ones healed.
There were four beds laid out along the length of the room. Only one of them was occupied. The young female dragon who had crash landed outside Brom’s mansion back in Dubai lay there dazed and looking at the ceiling.
She was a petite little thing, very much unlike her dragon, with pitch-black hair. She was currently wearing a simple brown dress that was at least a bit more flattering than a hospital gown.
“Hello.” I tried to use a calm voice, but she still startled as I entered the room. “How are you feeling? I don’t know if you remember me, but I visited you last night.” I stepped further into the room.
“Thank you, my king.” She made a grimace as she started to lean forward. 
It took me a moment to realize that she was trying to bow, and I rushed forward to stop her. “Please don’t do that.”
She continued her pained grimace and apologized. “I’m sorry, but you are my king.”
“And you are injured. Please, relax. But now that you are more alert, I would like to understand more about what happened to you.” I gave her my best warm smile and helped her lie back down on the bed.
She coughed several times and let out a pained breath. “I was on my way to Brom’s palace when I ran into human contraptions that saw through my illusions.”
Brom had just stepped into the room in time to hear her statement. He gave the white dragon leader and me a worried glance.
“Human contraptions? Flying or what? I’m going to need more details than that,” I asked. If she had really been shot down, given her injuries, I would have expected her to have been attacked with a fighter jet.
She frowned. “I don’t stay up to date on new weapons.”
The white dragon snorted. “Thalia here has a reputation for being an extreme recluse, and she’s quite old.”
Thalia frowned. “I can describe them. They were like large, flying arrowheads. And they launched quick stones at me.”
I almost couldn’t believe that she described them in such archaic words. “Those are likely fighter jets, and they fire bullets and missiles. Did one stone explode and wound your side?”
“Yes! It launched a smaller version of itself that created an effect similar to a fireball,” she said excitedly. “I didn’t know humans had such things.” Despite her injuries, she didn’t seem to take this too seriously.
I turned towards Brom, asking him a silent question, but he didn’t seem to understand.
“Was there any significant markings on this... flying arrowhead?” I asked her, hoping to get a little more granularity.
Thalia paused, pinching her brows together in thought. “I don’t remember any specific markings. They moved quite quickly. They were a grayish green color.”
“Thank you.” 
It would have to be enough. We would not get much more out of her to identify who had attacked her with a fighter jet. It didn’t leave out a paranormal piloting the craft, though. Maybe some of the other leaders would have a way to find out more.
I turned my attention instead to the two leaders of dragons. “We will resume the conclave in an hour. These two incidents need to be our top priority. Brom, would you like to discuss that topic now?”
“Oh, of course.” The former king of dragons now understood what I’d been trying to communicate earlier. “Come with me. This way.”
We left the leader of the white dragons behind as we walked back to the crime scene, picking up Morgana, who had been more closely examining the body.
Brom watched Morgana as she followed us. “This is for—”
“Understood. But I trust my mates completely. Morgana comes with.” With how everything was going, I was going to need my mates. And I didn’t want to have to keep any secrets from them.
“As you wish.” Brom held his hands up in surrender and continued through the tower, winding our way up towards the top.
“Morgana, did you find anything interesting on the body?” I asked. She had far more experience investigating bodies than most at the conclave.
She hesitated for a moment before nodding. “She was killed with a razor-sharp edge. It was not something requiring brute force, and it was precise. The marks do not match the claws of a dragon or some other shifter. But whatever was used was larger than a sword.”
I looked at her, trying to piece together what sort of weapon matched that description.
Morgana continued. “It was too wide to be a sword,” she clarified. “Whatever was used was both razor-sharp and expanded widely from the base. It was more like she was raked apart by some sort of sharp lance-shaped object.”
I nodded, following her logic. “So, what could have that shape?” I was commenting more to myself as I tried to puzzle through the answer. “Could it have been something like a horn?”
“I would expect a gouge from a horn to be messier,” Morgana replied. “There’s no weapon coming to mind at the moment, but we can speculate that something shifted and used a sharp limb. If it were created by magic, we would’ve seen warping to the stone, or a puddle if it were made of ice.”
Brom made it clear he was listening when he grunted. “And the stone of the tower is resistant to magic. They could not have made it from the stone itself. Ice magic could still make an object like you described, though. After we’re done here, I will ask Thuun if he has any idea what it could have been. He has vast records and might help you identify it, or at least narrow it down. But we have made it to our destination.” Brom stopped at a window.
I looked around, but it seemed like an ordinary window on the top level of the tower. “If I’m supposed to see something, I’m not.”
The old bronze dragon let out a chuckle. “No, you are supposed to see nothing. That’s the point.” He winked at me before casting a wary glance back down the way we came to ensure no one was listening. “Just exert the pressure of your aura at this window.”
He hadn’t steered me wrong yet, so I followed his advice.
As I tried to exert my pressure, my eyes shifted. I couldn’t help it; I was curious. Even with my sight, nothing special stood out around the window. But as I exerted my aura, it changed right before my eyes.
An incredibly complex weave of enchantments unwound themselves from around the window, opening up and expanding it to a space beyond.
Morgana gasped as she saw the enchantment. “I have never seen something so complex.”
Brom smiled like he was showing off his prized possession. “This is Bahamut’s private study. Within it are the tools to control the enchantments on the island. At the next conclave, you will be the one to lower and raise the shielding. Come. Let me show you everything I’ve learned and everything I was taught before I was given the study.”
I followed him in with Morgana on my heels. Bahamut had organized the space beyond belief. All the books were stacked neatly in alphabetical order, and there were many of them. They had overflowed off the shelves, becoming scattered but organized piles on the floor.
Knickknacks of what looked like half-finished experiments lay on shelves covered in dust, but even their parts were organized in such a way to make it seem extremely purposeful.
There was a single tome open on a stone reading platform, and that was where Brom headed, stopping as he stood before it. 
“I left this one out for you. In it, Bahamut details how the enchantments work. Many generations of dragon kings have added their own knowledge. This place is a treasure trove, filled with secrets. In the past, some kings believed secrets have been hidden here for the heir of Bahamut. I hope you are able to find them.”
“You think there’s something here for me?” I looked around the room. Despite the order in the relatively small size of the study, it still felt like a massively daunting task to look through it, paging through information that once belonged and was written by my great ancestors. And I doubted I’d find anything monumental. Surely the dragon kings before me had searched the study for the most useful information.
“Let me show you what I have learned.” Brom went up to the tome and pointed out passages he had marked.
It was only then that I realized that none of the words were written in English. They weren’t even any sort of recognizable letters. The entire tome was written in squiggly symbols that looped back and overlapped on each other.
“Uh. Brom, is there a dictionary or a translation book for this?” As I stared at it, the task in front of me felt even more daunting.
The bronze dragon laughed. “Push your aura at the words and open up your draconic mind. This is the language of dragons, but it should come naturally to you. I apologize; sometimes I forget you are not raised as one of us.”
I turned my attention back to the book and did as he said. As I released my aura, it was like a story unfolded before me. The lines unwound themselves, and a voice more ancient than I could possibly imagine spoke to me from the book.




Chapter 12


The ink-covered, vellum pages of the dragon tome before me faded away into a yawning void.
“Welcome, my kin,” the ancient voice spoke into the void.
I didn’t recognize the voice, but I imagined it might be the voice of Bahamut given that he had written the tome.
My mind was filled with questions to ask the ancient dragon, but my attempts to speak came up short. In whatever was happening, I had no voice. I was only listening.
“You are yet again the king of our people. I bear upon you the rights and the knowledge to hold the conclave. Upon my shelf, there is an instrument.” At those words, an image came into view, and I recognized it as one tool laying on the organized shelves.
“Present your aura to the key of the enchantments of this island. With it, you will be able to open and close the protections that have been set around it. And with this, I bear upon you the leadership and protection of our people,” Bahamut’s voice spoke.
That apparently was the end of the page because the surrounding void faded back into normal. I expected to find myself back in the room, looking at the page, but then another void swirled around me.
“But not only are you king of our people; you are my heir. With that, comes additional responsibility and additional power. You will soon find that those are often interwoven together. If you look within my notes, you will find more on what it means to be the heir to Bahamut. I know you have many questions, and I hope you will find some answers. But I also must warn you that, while my power echoes through the eons, the world continues to evolve. Some answers you seek, you may have to answer for yourself.”
I became eager to flip through and devour whatever information was held within the tome. I felt like I was leading blind; I desperately wanted the wisdom of the dragons before me.
The otherworldly nature in which I was reading this tome faded away, but once again, another message appeared.
Bahamut chuckled this time as he started. “It would seem that the king this time is also the heir of my eternal rival and love. You are king, but are also the heir of Tiamat. Though you hold enough power to hold the title of king, we both know your nature of chaos will cause challenges along that path.” 
The ancient dragon seemed to find it humorous that the chaos would follow me. “Please bear this in mind. Restore this study, and the books for this era’s Bahamut who will appear. You have your own inheritance left by my love.”
This time, I was ejected from the memory and found myself back in the room, squiggly ink-fill pages that made absolutely zero sense to me sitting in front of me.
Leaning back, I looked at Brom incredulously. “That was very new. Do all dragon texts work this way?”
Brom laughed. “No. Most dragon text will come with an understanding of the text but not the images. Only those I’ve used that were meant for the king of dragons are quite so vivid.” 
“There was a second message within it,” I commented, watching Brom’s face grow with interest. “It provided little information.”
Brom’s eyes lit up. “There was a second message for you?” he asked excitedly.
I nodded, trusting Brom with what I’ve heard. “It would seem that it recognized my aura and agreed with you. I am the heir to Bahamut. As such, there are other secrets within this room for me.”
While I was okay with telling him of the message I received as the heir of Bahamut, I did not want to tell Brom of the messages for Tiamat. I was still keeping that particular information close to my chest. The two being together caused trouble, and I didn’t want to alarm everybody yet.
The tome had helped answer one of my questions, though.
I noticed that Morgana was observing me. When Brom looked away, she raised an eyebrow in question. I was uneasy and she could tell. She knew there was more I wasn’t saying.
“Brom, I would like to have some time alone here with my mates,” I stated.
Brom bowed at the waist. “Of course. This is no longer my study.” He looked around wistfully before continuing. “I think I have earned a nice long retirement.” 
The smile on Brom’s face was both sympathetic to the burdens that I would bear, and jovial at the idea that he no longer had to deal with them. I’d taken the weight from his shoulders.
I now understood just exactly why Brom had so eagerly given me the title of king. Not only did it come with a large amount of power, but it also came with a large amount of responsibility.
I was about to get a crash course in ancient dragon tomes. I hoped I might find some messages left behind for me.
Brom left the way we’d entered, giving me a moment of privacy. Now that it was keyed to my aura, only I would be able to enter whenever I wanted.
“You know what you need to do?” Morgana asked.
I moved over to the device on the shelf. “I have the start, but after that, I might have to read more to figure it out.”
Lifting the key, I poured my aura into the small gem at the center.
It reacted violently, shaking in my hands and growing warm for a moment before some sort of energy from the key flooded back into me. It was a cooling sensation that then brought a fiery warmth behind it.
But as soon as it had started, it all vanished and left me standing there blinking stupidly. I put it back down on the shelf, matching its position back to where it had been left; I was amazed at the enchantment. It had poured through me, making me feel naked before such a simple item.
Morgana waited a moment before asking, “Is that it?”
I waited as well, surprised it was that simple. “Yeah, I think it is. Let’s go get our other two mates. I could use some company as I poke around in here. And I’d like to see them before the conclave begins once more. We don’t have a lot of time.” 
***“So we came up with a whole lot of nothing?” Scarlett sounded less than enthused.
“Now I wouldn’t say that. We found plenty of records left by the previous dragon kings. And we learned some enchantments we can use to adjust the tower and the shield around us.” I hadn’t learned all I’d hoped for, but I thought it had been a productive hour.
Surprisingly, Bahamut left little magical knowledge. I would have thought there would be some training or secret tips for using his powers.
“Either way, it is time to go join the conclave.” Jadelyn was checking her watch.
My mates hadn’t enjoyed the time in the study as much as I had. They’d been excited when they had entered, but then as they opened the tomes and could not read a word, that excitement quickly dropped off.
“I do need to head to the conclave. And I need the three of you to stay together and protect each other. Given that we’ve had a dragon injured on her way here, and a dragon killed, there could be an enemy sabotaging us. I need to know you’re safe.” I looked each of them in the eyes, ensuring that they understood my words.
If anything happened to my mates, I would go on a rampage.
“Should we include Yev and Tyrande in our little group?” Scarlett asked, partially teasing and partially serious.
I stared down at my Kitsune mate. “Have they passed your inspection?” I teased back.
Scarlett rolled her eyes. “You know they have. And this has dragged on long enough.”
I nodded. She wasn’t wrong. I had been resistant to having them join, partly because of the distance, and partly because I’d been distracted with the needs of my other mates. But now the timing felt more right. I was ready to try a relationship with them, if they still wanted one in return.
“We still have the rest of the dragons to consider,” I reminded Scarlett.
“Or we could just lump them together. Give them a yearly rut so that we can get little dragonlings out of them.” Scarlett shrugged at her suggestion. “I mean, you do have a duty to dragonkind to have kids. Maybe we can make them not part of the harem.”
The beast rose up within me as I started growling. The idea of claiming a woman and her having my child without having my mark or having my protection bothered me in ways I couldn’t quite explain.
A dragon’s possessiveness was something I’d never experienced a year ago. It was a kind of emotional urge that couldn’t be explained away with logic. And it drove me crazy.
“I’m sorry, Scarlett. That just isn’t going to work. I physically can’t. I think I’d go mad having a woman bear my child without bearing my mark.”
Jadelyn was rubbing her hand up and down my arm, trying to calm me. “It’s okay. It was just a suggestion. We are with you regardless of what you decide.”
“Besides, none of the other dragons smell nearly as good as you,” Morgana added, spinning a knife she’d found, checking the balance. It seemed to pass her inspection as she slid it into her corset.
“I noticed you haven’t been drinking as much blood lately,” I commented, turning to my vampire mate.
She shrugged her blue shoulders, making her leather corset creak. “I’m not nearly as hungry when I drink your blood. It is so rich with mana that I just don’t have the same urges.”
“Then why the hell did you bite me last night?” Scarlett demanded, her hands going to her hips.
I tried to swallow my laugh. We were still figuring out the dynamics of sleeping in the same bed. I loved nothing more than being surrounded by their warm bodies, but they were still learning how to share and stay occupied when I was busy.
Scarlett and Jadelyn felt awkward being with each other physically; they were like sisters. But it didn’t seem to be enough to want to give up time with me as we all piled in bed. I left it up to them to sort out.
But Morgana was sexually fluid, and she’d been pushing the boundaries of my other two mates. She especially liked to nibble on anybody who had just climaxed.
“I would hardly call what I did drinking,” Morgana retorted. “It was more like tasting.”
Scarlett didn’t seem to be buying the explanation.
Something told me Scarlett was probably closer than the truth, knowing the pulls Morgana would do after I climaxed, but I didn’t want them to argue.
“Scarlett, if you need to set boundaries, set them, and I will help ensure that they are respected.” I gave Morgana a serious look until she nodded. “Great. I need to get going. Let’s leave the study.”
I led my three mates out of Bahamut’s study and back into the tower on dragon island. Once we exited, I confirmed that nobody was around to see the hidden entrance.
I turned, looking back towards the window. There was absolutely no sign of the passage, physical or magical. I was baffled by just how well it was hidden.
I couldn’t help but wonder what else in the tower had secrets, and where Tiamat’s office resided. I threw my dragon aura down the hall, wondering if Tiamat had put her space next to Bahamut’s.
But nothing happened. I wasn’t surprised, but I was still disappointed. “While I’m in the conclave, I could use your help. Think about where Tiamat would have stored her secret room. Bahamut had indicated that she had one as well.”
Morgana pursed her lips and tapped her chin. “I will think on it. But we also have a mystery to solve with the dead dragon. While you are busy in the conclave, I will help investigate.”
I didn’t like that her investigation would probably put her in danger, but I understood the need for her to work on it while I was busy. And Morgana wouldn’t do well if I tried to coddle her. She’d probably do the opposite.
“Be careful. You don’t understand what would happen if I lost one of you.”
Jadelyn crossed her arms. “Actually, we have a pretty darn good idea. When Morgana pulled her stunt over the winter, I saw what it did to you.” She then shifted her glare at Morgana. “Morgana, you do not know what hell you will experience if you ever do something like that to our husband again.” 
Jadelyn was sometimes terrifying despite her otherwise soft and nurturing demeanor. Together, they were quite the trio. The war hero vampire, the trained assassin, and the politically savvy homemaker. And back home, I had a true alpha werewolf.
They were all quite formidable and beautiful. I loved them dearly.
We descended the tower, heading back down the levels that were occupied by other guests at the conclave.
It wasn’t hard to pick up the general theme of the conversation. Everyone was concerned about the dragon’s death. It seemed like every conversation I passed was whispering about her and trying to determine a list of suspects.
Approaching the chamber we had used for the previous day’s conclave, I took my seat. Most of the other seats were already filled. As expected, the red and silver seats were still empty, but so was Tim in the brass seat.
“Is Tim going to be absent from the conclave today?” I asked.
Brom gave a sad nod of his head. “I’m afraid Tim has declined and will be staying with the rest of his ladies for the day.”
“That is completely fair. I don’t know if I’d be able to separate from my mates after one of them had died.” I looked around the table and saw faces that either agreed with me or didn’t care; no one seemed overly upset that he was missing today.
I met the eyes of every dragon at the table before I continued. “Today, unfortunately, I get to be the bearer of bad news on multiple fronts.”
I paused, making sure that I had their full attention before continuing. “I visited the black dragon, who was injured on Brom’s estate. Based on her descriptions, she was shot down by fighter jets.” I paused, waiting for the reactions.
Many of the faces around the table weren’t happy, and most of the dragons present began growling.
Thuun, possibly the most even-tempered of the group, slammed his fist on the table. “Impossible. If she had been traveling, she would’ve done so with an illusion over her.”
“Yes. According to her account, they broke her illusion and began firing.” I continued before anyone else could interrupt; I could see the disbelief on many of their faces. “That doesn’t necessarily mean that the military had a way to destroy her illusion. For all we know, someone could have dispelled her illusion at an opportune time to sabotage her. The fighter jets may have just been a weapon of opportunity.”
The last thing any of them wanted was for humans to suddenly have technology or use of magic to combat our abilities. My words seem to lessen some of the dragons’ anger, but we were all on edge. Whatever had come for her was a threat to dragonkind.
The white dragon leader cleared his throat. “That would still put some government in the position to have evidence that dragons exist. We need to understand who attacked her so that we can correctly remove any reports or intelligence they may have produced.”
The other dragons perked up, many nodding. I noted that, if I ever needed to rally them, keeping dragons and paranormal under wraps was a great method.
I splayed my hands in a gesture of surrender as they all began talking over each other, eager to fix what they could control. “I agree with you; that sounds like an important step to take. However, I have no knowledge or resources on how to get that started. Do any of you have a suggestion on how to sift through the various government agencies to find out who shot her down?”
“We have various contacts among the different governments,” Brom said. “I suggest we each reach out to our individual contacts and make them aware of a potential breach. Given where she was coming from, this likely happened over Greece or the Mediterranean Sea.”
There was a grumble of agreement from the rest of the dragons.
I waited for them to settle down before taking a breath and moving on to the next topic.
“My next piece of news, I believe you already know. Tim’s mate, Stephanie, a bronze dragon, was killed last night. Given the barriers currently erected around the island preventing anyone from getting in or out, we can be certain that whoever did it is still on the island.” I released my aura and applied pressure to all the dragons present. “Do any of you have any knowledge of who is responsible?”
The power of my aura washed over the dragons, and I could feel them all resist me at first. But as my aura continued to wash over them, they finally gave in to the pressure.
They all shook their heads.
I let out a partial sigh of relief. I wanted to catch the paranormal involved, but I needed a united team for what was ahead of us. “Then I ask all of you to please report any findings brought to your attention. We cannot allow rampant murder amid our conclave. If this had been a challenge or anything else, I would’ve happily accepted her death, but all accounts show she was ambushed while impaired.”
“You will find no opposition from us,” the blue dragon leader declared for the rest of the conclave. Nobody else spoke up.
“The crucial question is, how do we go about investigating this?” Thuun said.
I grinned from ear to ear. “You are in luck. Your new king of dragons just happens to be an investigator.”
They looked back and forth, apparently not feeling as confident of my abilities as an investigator as that of a king dragon. I found it kind of comical that they would be more skeptical about that role.
And I intended to find the killer before the end of the conclave.
“Then how is it we will go about finding the murderer?” Brom leaned forward, asking the same question that was on all of their minds.
“We’ll start by canvassing everyone here for alibis. That should be enough work to have us busy until after lunch. Talk to your people, and start with the dragons. Then get your fingers into any of the governments that might have taken a shot at our black dragon in the healing ward. I want answers.”




Chapter 13


"So, am I your latest suspect?" Tyrande asked. She seemed to have recovered from the previous night. She was wearing a beautiful, silver dress as she sat in the room with me.
"Actually, I'm fairly certain of your alibi last night. This is mostly an excuse to check in with you to see how you are doing." I had been interviewing guests on the island since we'd ended the conclave. So far, I had found no leads, but we were slogging down the list of suspects. The party had been in full swing, making it easier.
Tyrande cocked an eyebrow as she stared at me. "Check in on me? I thought I made myself clear last night. You should be interested in my sister." Tyrande pursed her lips.
"What if I told you that Morgana could create a passageway between Philly and Sentarshaden?" I baited the conversation. The sisters had their own obligations and a tight bond that was holding them back.
Tyrande stilled for a moment before her eyes lifted to meet mine. "She would? That would be a huge undertaking." Her eyes began swirling brightly with her sudden shift in mood.
I nodded. They had been clear that staying in Sentarshaden was important to them. They had responsibilities, and a large part of their identity was tied to Sentarshaden. 
"Last night helped me understand what you both need. If you live in Switzerland, then we'll just need to make it easier for us to travel back and forth."
Tyrande let out a heavy sigh. "Still, I would like you to pursue my sister over me. I have a small army of male suitors back home. Yev is a different story. Now that it is out that she is a dragon, no one seems interested."
"Really? Why would everyone lose interest?" That definitely wasn't what I'd expected. 
When the para news had come out and trumpeted my identity as a dragon, suitors had flocked to me. We were at the top of the paranormal food chain. And she was still everything she had been before that—a beautiful, kind woman who was a princess to the high elves.
"She intimidates them." Tyrande shook her head in exasperation. "They are a bunch of pansies. Like they think she'll eat them."
I was in full agreement with the pansy part, not the Yev having a meaty late-night snack part. "What a bunch of idiots. Yev is incredible. It's entirely their loss if their ego keeps them from going after her. Hell, they should get their heads checked. Yev is downright drop-dead gorgeous on top of being a wonderful woman in all regards."
Tyrande grinned from ear to ear, and her eyes shifted behind me. I turned my head to follow what had her attention.
Yev was standing there in the doorway, beaming at hearing my praise.
I wondered if Tyrande had timed that. But I would have said it all to Yev as well.
"I didn't know you were there, but I meant what I said," I told her.
Yev's mouth opened and closed several times without words coming out as her cheeks turned increasingly red. The blush even began creeping down her neck to her chest.
"I think you broke her," Tyrande laughed.
Yev startled at Tyrande's words. "It did not," Yev demanded. "And if that's what you really think, then put your money where your mouth is." 
Yev got up in my face.
"Okay." I grabbed her by the shoulder and leaned into her, closing my eyes and pushing my lips forward.
It was just the smallest of pecks on her lips because she was frozen like a deer in headlights. As soon as I pulled away from her, she began sputtering and making nonsensical noises while her hands flailed, lightly smacking my chest at moments. 
"You can't just do that. You have to— you have to warn a girl."
I enjoyed watching her devolve into a bumbling mess, and Tyrande seemed to think it was hilarious as well.
Tyrande bent over, howling with laughter at Yev's reaction. "You just— and then you— oh god, sister, that was hilarious." Tyrande mimed Yev's reactions rather than describe them.
And just like that, I was forgotten. 
Yev whirled on her sister, her fiery nature returning to her. "It's not funny! There was no warning. I would like to see you do better."
I wasn't sure I liked where this was going, but I wasn't about to interrupt the two sisters.
Tyrande stood up promptly and grabbed me by the front of my shirt, pulling me to kiss her. Unlike Yev's passive kiss, Tyrande's was the complete opposite. She was filled with passion. She pressed her lips to mine and her tongue came barging into my mouth, chasing my own.
"Enough. Enough! You've made your point." Yev pushed her way between us, pulling the two of us apart.
Tyrande moved back just slightly, licking her lips and staring at me hungrily.
Damn, the older sister had some sexual energy built up in her.
I looked between them, glad that we'd at least pushed through whatever had been holding each of them back. Nothing like a little sibling spat to break the ice.
"If we are both going to pursue him, we need to establish some ground rules," Yev declared.
I raised an eyebrow at Yev's proclamation. "What if I don't like rules?"
"If you're going to pick one of us, we need to establish rules for what's allowed and not allowed. I want to make sure we don't cross any boundaries." Yev gave her sister a meaningful look.
Tyrande was about to give a rebuttal when I jumped back in.
"Yev, you must have missed the part where I told your sister that Morgana can create a portal between Philly and Sentarshaden. You can both stay in Sentarshaden; you don't have to decide who comes with me and who remains to fulfill the duties as a princess."
Hope sparkled in Yev's eyes as I continued. 
"I'm comfortable with you living in Switzerland—as long as I'm able to get to you should there be an issue." A growl punctuated the end of my statement, my possessive dragon nature making itself known.
Yev's mouth was wide as she looked up at me with enormous eyes. "Really?"
"Really, sister. We don't have to fight over him. But if we did, I would certainly win." Tyrande nudged her sister in the side.
Yev nodded with a thoughtful expression, seeming to have not processed her sister's words. "Then if you don't have to choose one of us, there's less of a rush. I would like to do this properly. You will take me on a date." There was a firmness in Yev's tone that brooked no argument.
And I loved the idea of taking each of them out on a date. "Your wish is my command, milady." I did an exaggerated bow.
"Me too," Tyrande spoke out, and I chuckled.
"I assumed you'd want to be dated as well. I'm happy to take this slower and build a relationship with each of you separately. Just because I have multiple lovers does not mean that I should give any of you any less time," I made the promise, wanting to reassure both of them.
Yev stood, biting her lip, her face still swirling through thoughts. I waited for her to speak, but she just kept chewing on her lip.
When she still said nothing, I tried to give her a soft nudge. "What's on your mind, Yev?"
She hesitated only for another moment before speaking her mind. "What about the other dragons?"
Before giving her an honest answer, I paused. This wasn't an easy subject. 
"I have a role to play, Yev." Stressed, I found my fingers running through my hair. "I have been asked to help restore the red, the gold, and the silver lines of dragons. And ideally help build the others to fuller numbers as well."
Whether I liked it or not, I had that obligation, especially with the silver. I had made a promise to Servile, and I intended to keep it.
But I still had options. While mating with other dragons would certainly increase the likelihood of dragon children, I could accomplish it in other ways. As I understood it, if a dragon mated with any other species, there was a 50-50 chance of either species.
Which, in general, were pretty good odds, but there were also complications with bearing a dragon child for non-dragons though. Many species, especially something as weak as humans, were unable to bear dragon children due to the mana it would draw during the pregnancy. Their bodies weren't created to handle it.
Similarly, it was also a considerable strain on species such as elves or werewolves to bear a dragon child. For the duration of the pregnancy, they would be essentially normal as the dragon child consumed all the mana within their bodies.
Yev struggled with what she was trying to say. "I know you have the obligation. And it's not that I want to stop you from that obligation." She fidgeted with her hair, twisting the golden strands around each other and not meeting my eyes. “It’s just that, if I’m your first dragon mate, then I want some sort of authority.” 
She looked up and met my eyes shyly, unsure if I was going to agree or if I would call her ridiculous.
Instead, I shrugged. "That might even be preferable." I smiled at her. "We all know there's going to be a couple of bags of crazy out there." I gestured over to where I knew some of the conclave was gathering.
"That's putting it nicely," Tyrande muttered.
"Then there is the other thing." Yev looked around awkwardly, as if trying to determine if anyone was listening.
I wasn't sure what she meant. "What thing?"
Rather than say it aloud, Yev held up her arm and shifted it to green scales and then pointed at me. "From everything I've learned, you shouldn't have that."
It was Tyrande's turn to look confused as she looked between Yev's scales and me. "You aren't supposed to have scales? I thought all dragons had scales."
I understood Yev's discretion and appreciated it. "All dragons have scales; they're just different colors." I held out my arm for Tyrande, shifting it to be covered with gold scales. "I am the heir to Bahamut. That means that I can take on any metallic color."
With my statement, I let my scales shift to silver and then to bronze. Meeting her eyes, I broke the rules and shifted them to green. "Supposedly, the heir Tiamat should have the ability to shift their scales any colors of the chromatic dragons."
Tyrande opened her mouth, but Yev clamped her hand over it and shook her head. "That he is the heir of Bahamut means that there should also be an heir of Tiamat at the same time." 
Yev stared hard at her sister as a silent message passed between them.
"Yes. And as legend goes, it is considered disastrous to the world should Tiamat and Bahamut ever unite." I gestured to myself and rolled my eyes.
Tyrande nodded her head slowly. "That makes sense. Thank you for telling me." There was significance in her tone beyond the casual words. She understood what it potentially meant.
While nobody was in the room with us, supernatural hearing could be powerful. We couldn't be sure nobody was listening somewhere else in the tower.
"You're welcome. I'm giving you my trust right now; no one outside of my mates and you two are aware." I trusted the Highaen sisters with my secret.
Both of their faces showed the gravity of my secret.
Appreciating Yev's discretion, I leaned over and gave her a kiss on the forehead, once again causing a blush to spread across her face.
I winked at Tyrande before straightening and looking toward the conclave. "I need to get going and check in on the two different investigations."
"Is there anything we can do to help?" Tyrande asked.
I thought about it for a moment, realizing there was something that would help. "The injured black dragon that crashed at Brom's Dubai palace claims she was shot at by fighter jets. I'm not sure if your mother would have any way to determine who might have attacked the dragon, but if she did, it would be helpful."
Yev hesitated. "What exactly are you going to do to them?"
I laughed. "Nothing terrible. I have no interest in starting a war with humans. But I do want to scrub this data from their files. The dragon said that her illusion was shattered. I want to understand if it was done on purpose by humans."
Both of them understood the implications. Whether on purpose or on accident, if humans somehow detected and destroyed her illusion, it was technology that would be dangerous in a confrontation between humanity and the paranormal.
To most of the paranormal community, humans finding out about us was the equivalent of the bogeyman.
It didn't help that the Church had launched attacks during the seventeenth century and devastated the paranormal population. Though it had been led by the angels, it had made the paranormal perception of humans even worse. No one here wanted to see a repeat of that, certainly not with modern weapons.
Both of the sisters nodded firmly. 
"You have our word. We will put the full strength of the Highaen behind getting your answers. This isn't just a problem for the dragons if what she said is true. It could mean disaster for all paranormals. I guarantee you that my family will be invested in identifying which country recently encountered a dragon," Tyrande replied.
Yev's mouth quirked up as she suppressed a laugh. "Though our mother is going to think you are nothing but trouble."
"Trouble is my middle name, didn't you know?" I joked, giving them each one more smile before turning and heading out of the room to go deal with my other problems.
I smiled to myself as I walked. That talk had gone about as well as I'd hoped. After some of their complex emotions yesterday, I'd been a little nervous that there would be complications.
And I wasn't sure how they were going to feel about both dating me, but I was happy that they were less interested in splitting up. I'd build a relationship with each of them, and we would take it from there.
As I walked toward the room of dragon women, I realized that I totally had a type. I liked women who had their own amazing attributes outside of me, but added to my overall family. They couldn't be weak and dependent on me. My mates were all wonderful, powerful women in their own rights.
With my thoughts on my women, I pulled out my phone and called Kelly. It only rang twice before her peppy voice picked up on the other end.
"Zach, is everything all right?" Kelly sounded out of breath, like she had sprinted to the phone.
"Yeah, there's always some trouble it seems, but all in all, it's going well. I've figured out my role here, and I think I'm doing it right. I just wanted to hear your voice."
Kelly made an adorable sound on the other end of the phone. "I miss you too, handsome."
I went to say something else but realized what I said didn't really matter. There was no reason I had called. I really just wanted to hear more of her voice. "I miss you too. How is the pack?"
There was a loud noise somewhere in the background before Kelly swore and muffled the phone while she shouted at someone in the background. "Stay put, or I’ll make it so much worse.”
Her voice was louder when she spoke into it again. “Sorry, that was pack business. I have thirty pregnant bitches and an entire football team of betas. And those betas are horny and far too excited to get the remainder of my girls knocked up.” She let out an exasperated sigh.
“Now, if I remember things correctly, you’re the one who put all of this into motion. Regretting it yet?” I teased her.
I could practically hear Kelly roll her eyes. “This was important for me to remain alpha of the pack. And it was important for all of them. But I’ll admit, we might have overdone it. It certainly didn’t help that the boys realized the potion gave them a rock-hard dick that could go all night.”
“I’m surprised how quickly they got over the ingredients when you told them.” It had been my pleasure to be there when Kelly had told them that the key ingredient for the potion had been my seed.
She'd done it after a few of them had made off with half a barrel of the stuff and she was trying to get it back. A few of them had completely freaked out. One dude even puked on the spot. But within what felt like only an hour, they had all come to terms with the source of the potion and decided it was well worth the side effects.
We never got the remainder of the barrel, but from there, the pregnancies spiked.
I had heard some of them whisper that this stuff made them larger with repeated usage. I wasn't in a position to confirm or deny it, but I'd heard that a lot of players had overdosed over the next week and caused an enormous problem for Kelly.
"At least it's under control now," Kelly breathed a sigh of relief. "The girls are the ones controlling the supply for their partner. Since instigating that, we've only had a few problems where they got overeager, but that was the bitch's own fault."
"Yeah, I don't want to hear those stories." I'd been called in once to pull a beta aside and keep him from doing something he'd regret. I didn't want to do that again. "How is everything else?"
I heard Kelly sit down on the leather couch in the pack house, and I could feel the smile as she spoke. "You know, school's the same old, same old. My PT professor is being a dick again. Just because I'm a cheerleader, he treats me like I must have cotton fluff between my ears."
Ducking into a room I passed, I made myself comfortable as well, enjoying the time with Kelly before I had to get back into responsibilities. "What an ass. When I get back, do you want me to teach him how wrong he is?"
She chortled. "No, you don't need to go intimidate my teachers. Brute."
"But I'm your brute." I added a little playful growl as she giggled in return.




Chapter 14


"You disappeared on us," Morgana commented as I walked into the room, tucking my phone into my pocket.
"I had an urge to call Kelly and hear her voice, Blueberry." I used Kelly's nickname for Morgana.
It only made her roll her eyes. "Please do not start using that."
"Sorry, it was a request from Kelly. Since she can't be here, I thought it was only fair." I was coming to terms that I may not be able to keep all of my mates around me for every trip I took.
And the beast viciously fought that realization every inch of the way.
"Good, otherwise we'd need some ridiculous nickname for you too." Morgana smiled wide enough to show off her fangs. "Well, while you were off flirting with the sisters and playing telephone with the furball, I was doing some actual work."
I laughed. "Great! One of us had to." I winked at her and enjoyed the narrowed eyes I got in return. I walked over, pulling her into a hug and kissing her forehead. "Thank you for helping me track down an enemy. I wouldn't want anybody else on the job."
She softened slightly, leaning into me for a moment, savoring the contact before straightening and becoming Morgana the investigator.
"I've good news and bad news," Morgana started off. "The good news is... we've eliminated almost every dragon from suspicion."
"Almost? Who's left?" I asked.
"Tim's brother, Herm. He's refusing to be questioned by either me or his leadership. Tim got involved, and it got a little messy," Morgana reported.
I knew most victims of murder were killed by somebody close to them, but it still seemed brutal. I was instantly determined to question him. "Where is he? I'll handle this."
Morgana pursed her lips and nodded for me to follow her. "We've cleared every other dragon, and they are in the process of clearing their harems. But I like this guy for the murder."
"Yeah, it would be very simple if it were him. And I'm not against simple. We have enough issues at the moment." I let myself enjoy the thought that we'd solve the murder quickly, but based on my previous experience, it was probably going to get more complicated.
If murders were easy to solve, no one would hire us.
Morgana led me out of the tower over to the edge of the forest, where Tim was glaring daggers at his brother. His brother was sitting with his arms crossed, refusing to talk as his mother tried to prod him.
"Shit," his mother said, seeing me approach. "Now you've got the king involved. If you don't speak now, there's nothing I can do." She raised her hands in surrender. The woman looked flustered with him. 
I stopped before Herm. "Why don't the two of you give us some space." I may have been polite with my phrasing, but it was not a question. His mother and Tim both reluctantly walked away.
Turning back to the dragon, I observed him for a moment. He looked like a petulant child, sitting with his arms crossed and his face set with determination not to speak. Something about his mother and brother had made him clam up, but I wasn't sure if it was the murder.
But silence did wonders when you were questioning someone.
I looked at Morgana, and she nodded. We had our routine. Her heightened senses made for a fantastic lie detector.
Herm was becoming less comfortable by the moment as we hovered in silence. His legs were jittering as his gaze went from defiantly staring me down to unable to meet my eyes, looking off in the distance as if seeking help.
"Help isn't coming," I assured him.
When he set his jaw, I knew he was coming up with the resolve to speak. They always did.
"I didn't kill her," he practically yelled. "I could never kill her."
The way he said it held passion and grief that felt different from that of a killer. "But you know something you aren't telling us."
He growled low under his breath. "It's my fault. I was late to meet her in the healing ward."
It was everything I could do not to let my surprise show on my face. He was supposed to meet her. That meant they were doing something behind Tim's back.
Based on what he was saying and that he wouldn't speak around his mother or Tim, I assumed they had a secret affair. "You were having an affair?" 
Herm seemed to sink in upon himself as he nodded.
The next question was critical. "Did Tim know?"
Herm startled, his eyes going wide. "No. Of course not. He would go mad with rage if he ever found out. I would probably have a duel on my hands if he did, and it would break our mother's heart." Herm looked down at his hands as if there was the solution within them.
I checked with Morgana, and she gave me a sharp nod. He was telling the truth.
"If you were supposed to meet her, and you said you were late, does that mean you saw her before everyone else?" He hadn’t said that he had never shown up.
His hands shook, and he nodded weakly. "I found her when her blood was still warm. I didn't know what to do. If I reported it, Tim would wonder why we were both near the healing ward together. And I was grieving so deeply—it would have been obvious." He swallowed loudly and shook his head in defeat.
I felt a headache coming on. I was now satisfied that he wasn't involved, but his reluctance had gotten others interested as well. Tim would want to know the information for himself.
"Do you have any idea who might have done this?" I asked.
He nodded. "If my brother found out, he might've been the one to kill her himself."
"Great. I suppose the two of you will have to duel to settle the matter." While it still seemed archaic to me, it was the dragon custom. 
"What? You won't go after him?" Herm became outraged.
"If she died because of domestic affairs between you and your brother, then that is between the two of you to sort out." I certainly was not going to get in the middle of it.
"But my brother will tear me apart," Herm objected.
I understood that some people couldn't stop love. However, I had very little sympathy for a brother cheating on another.
Morgana tugged on my shoulder and stood on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear. "I don't think it was either of them."
"Then who else is left to question?" I grumbled.
"The dragons need to go through their mates," she reminded me.
Something else occurred to me. "Did you question the injured black dragon?" I asked, imagining she would have been an easy one to miss.
"Said she slept right through whatever had been," Morgana confirmed.
I clicked my tongue, trying to think of another option. "Fine. Herm, go talk to your brother before this gets even messier. Maybe you two can bond or something since you both lost someone last night."
Herm dipped his head low and refused to meet my gaze.
But my dragon was furious with him. He had violated matehood by cheating with his brother's wife. Just the idea of it made me want to go smash something with my big dragon paws.
"We'd never be with another man," Morgana said, sensing my rising emotions.
"Damn right." I shot back as the beast slammed itself forward. My eyesight shifted, and I knew my eyes had just gone dragon.
Just the mention of one of my women being with another had my possessive instincts flaring, to the point that I was half-tempted to pin Morgana to the ground and reclaim her openly.
She let out a soft whistle. "Do I need to get Jade to calm you down?"
I grabbed Morgana and pulled her close, nuzzling her neck and taking in her scent. "No. Just feeling very possessive. Mine," I declared as I traced the thin silvery scar on her shoulder.
"You can bite me again if that would—"
The crackling of my jaw interrupted her as I latched onto her collar with dragon teeth and branded another bite on her shoulder. Though this one wasn't magical.
Surprisingly, it made me feel quite a bit better.
"Ouch," Morgana said as my jaw shifted back. "In fairness, I bite you all the time, though. Feel better?"
"Much, actually. Is it me, or am I a little more possessive than the rest?" I asked her.
She shrugged. "Probably just younger, less used to hiding it. Vampires are like that too."
"Oh? How so?" I clung to the change in conversation. I needed to stop thinking about one of them cheating.
"We are always thirsty. It gnaws at vampires in a strange way. You can see it with the young ones in how they often lick their lips or have odd nervous twitches around people and fresh blood. The older you get, the more those smooth out, either by acceptance or by hiding them deep down in their psyches."
"What's your nervous tick?"
If I wasn't mistaken, her red eyes became even more intense for a moment, almost like they glowed.
"Organizing," she replied.
It struck me as something so mundane that I echoed it back to be sure I had heard her right. "Organizing?"
"Yep. Haven't you noticed? The cars, the armory at my place, my room that you snooped in and stole a bra pad because you missed me so much... it is all immaculately organized, and you never see anyone else in them."
I rolled my eyes at the bra pad comment. She would never let that go. But I pushed past her accusation of being a pantie stealer. "I always figured you had a secret cabal of vampire workers."
"I mean, I do." Morgana shrugged. "But I organize all of those myself. It's soothing, and it helps with the cravings. As you get older, you get more set in various ways. Although, my body still has many of the same cravings and urges as a twenty-something woman. It is all very strange at times."
Morgana had been opening up more and more to me. She truly was putting her trust and love in me, and it meant the world. I needed to get back to the conclave, but I wasn't going to rush the moment with her.
"Sometimes the age difference makes you wonder, you know?" I pointed between the two of us. It had been a point that had bothered me initially, but she never seemed to care.
Morgana rolled her eyes. "So much of age is the shift in perception of your life as you go through the various stages. It's so... human to think that age has to define your actions. You and the rest of us that will live for a very long time are going to go through many stages of our lives."
My mind swirled with all the possibilities. "What were some of your stages?"
"After the war with the Church, I went nuts. I was high on life and determined to live it to the fullest. I bathed in blood, went to any celebration I could, and danced under the stars as high as a kite. But that only lasted for so long before the thrill wore off and I wanted more meaning in my life. So I changed course. I went into business, drudged through the challenges to amass quite the capital. It's somewhat a way to have more control, more protection."
I nodded along with her. "That sounds much like how we grow up."
"But I didn't age," Morgana clarified. "I didn't hit my human forties. My hips and back didn't start breaking down, making me have to slow down my activity. I could jump right back into partying without feeling more hungover or having my body struggle. I didn't really age."
"Huh." I had never thought about how much of the change in humans as they grew older was driven by biological changes, more so than any actual passage of time. "But you are more experienced. You take things a little more in moderation now."
"There's that. But even these millennia old dragons were doing shots last night and enjoying the party. They haven't aged either. They are just in more control of themselves and make fewer childish mistakes." Morgana wrinkled her nose.
My heart sank a little. I was still young and prone to mistakes. "Do my 'childish' mistakes bother you?" It came out harsher than I intended.
She blew out a slow breath. "Sometimes. You aren't perfect. But I'm not either. And I haven't really tried a relationship like this, so I'm going to make some mistakes there too. But I'm pretty sure we're stuck with each other." She traced my mark on her body.
"Yes," I growled, staring at my mark.
I was glad to have finally discussed our age difference. It had always nagged me a little. I loved her, but I wondered what it felt like to her. 
"Thank you," I told her.
"Anytime, love. Now, if you don't want angry conclave dragons, you might want to get back to your job. Sometimes being king isn't easy." She had been saving that phrase for the right moment based on the way she tried to fight off a smile.
"King," I scoffed. "Oh well. At least that's better than other things you almost call me," I teased her, knowing it would make her happy.
"Yes, I have a few in mind. The Bra Pad King? Oh King Pantie Stealer?" Her smile cracked into a throaty chuckle.
I sighed and played my part. She did it to get a reaction out of me. "It was the functionality that I wanted. If you had used anything else, I would have taken that too." My hand reflexively went down to the bracer on my arm, the one she had actually made for me.
"I'm more careful with my underclothes now," she said with a smile still tugging at the corner of her lips.
Rolling my eyes, I headed back into the tower and to the conclave.
"My king." The dragon leaders all stood and bowed with a hand shifting on their shoulder. They were all there. Even Tim, who had a scowl fixed on his face.
Sometimes being king and having clout was great. "Sit. I want to discuss everyone's findings."
The dragons looked up and down, seeming to declare a spokesperson when they all looked toward the white dragon leader. I couldn't remember his name, and we were too far into the conclave to ask.
"We've reached out to our contacts. Given her expected flight path, we went through those countries and poked to see if they had done it or knew of the engagement in their airspace." He paused, waiting for me.
"Great. What did you find?"
He looked a little uncomfortable. "It happened in Northwest Turkey, deep in vampire country."
All of them were some mix of uncomfortable and angry. I frowned. "I'm missing something. What's the relevance of that?"
"They think it was perhaps a hunting attempt," Thuun answered me first. "We've been hunted by various races for a long time. Vampires and elves are among the two most common to try. They are just a little too greedy."
I snorted. Dragons calling someone else greedy was ironic, but I clearly didn't read the room based on the confusion on faces. 
"Sorry. Dragons can be quite greedy on their own," I explained. "So, we know where, but now who? I'm guessing there are no leads?"
The white dragon shook his head. "The government in those areas is locked down tightly by the vamps. We have a few lower-level informants, but getting that sort of concrete detail is going to be difficult."
I leaned back on my gold throne and pursed my lips as I steepled my fingers. I felt a little like an evil overlord in the big throne, but I tried to ignore that and think through our next move.
There was one person who might be able to help get information out of the vampires if they would talk to Morgana. As far as I could tell, she had purposefully stayed out of vampire politics. I wasn't sure I wanted to thrust her back into it.
I'd at least discuss it with her. She'd be mad if I didn't give her the option. "Fine. I'll talk to my mate and see what Morgana can do. We won't be able to take any actions on it until after the conclave anyway, when we lower the enchantment. But based on what we found, we believe the paranormal secret is safe?"
They nodded, and I let that one problem go, telling myself that at least we didn't have an apocalyptic revelation of dragons to the world. But a dragon being shot down would not end well.
"Great, then onto our next topic. I believe I've heard the latest regarding our interviews. The dragons have all been cleared, which leaves everyone going through their harems."
There was a grumble of agreement from the dragons.
Tim, however, glared at me across the table. "My brother is clear?"
"Yes, though I suggested he talk to you. He had reason for not wanting to answer your questions, but it isn't a matter for me to handle. It's between the two of you." I waved it off, not wanting to be involved in the messiness.
My problem was the dead dragon, murdered by someone in the conclave. It was something that I couldn't work on right this moment, so I shifted topics.
"Then shall we return to dragon business? I believe we were talking about territory rights in Africa? If the reds come back, that's the ideal place for them, but it's pretty crowded from what I understand."
When nobody objected, I added, "After that, I would like to propose we talk about relationships with the human magi. Given how much they worshiped dragons at the conference I attended, it would be interesting if we couldn't exert some control there."
My suggestion caught a few of them off guard, but others were already diving into the African territory dispute.
"We can't just give up land. It's our land." The copper dragon beat his fist on the table. "Besides, golds will need a warm environment too."
"The king will keep them close for many years. We are making space for him in America. The golds can wait, the reds cannot," Thuun declared. "Besides, Tiamat is coming. It would be better to deal with us before you have to deal with her."
I worked to keep from reacting to his statement. I wasn't ready to reveal my abilities yet, not when they thought it would doom us. But I knew it would get harder. They'd be looking and waiting for Tiamat's heir in the years to come.




Chapter 15


The conclave had not gone too late into the night, but when I came out, my mates had spent their time getting my date with Yev ready.
"Is this good?" Scarlett asked as I approached the little, private table that she had set up for me in the jungle.
"Perfect." I closed the distance and kissed my first mate. "You are doing a fantastic job, Scar. Thank you for making this easy."
I knew Scarlett was the most likely of my mates to struggle with additional women. I needed her to know how special she was to me and to feel loved.
She pushed her cheek into my hand and nuzzled it. "I know you'll have more. But my time with you will be limited compared to some others. Kitsunes aren't immortal."
It hadn't really been a topic we had talked about.
There were always rumors that circulated, saying that dragon seed did miraculous things. Those rumors were unsubstantiated. I wondered if any of the black dragons had better knowledge alongside their healing. They would be the best to talk to about it.
I also had no idea how long Kitsunes lived. "Scarlett, just how long do your people live?"
"A few hundred years. We age slower as we get more tails, so we don't stay looking young forever, but we have a really long middle age." She squirmed a little under my gaze. There was something she wasn't telling me.
Letting the silence fill the space between us, I waited for her to continue.
"Zach, I think something strange is happening. I can feel my third tail coming early." She blushed.
"That's amazing. How early is it?" I asked.
"About nine years early. Is this because..." She gestured vaguely at me.
I really did not know. "You know, we relied on a lot of what dragons can supposedly do based on rumors. I think while we're here, we should get a better understanding of what changes I will bring to all of your lives."
I tried to keep my hopes in check until we learned more. I would love nothing more than to keep my first mate, my lovely siren, and my alpha wolf with me forever. But I didn't want to give voice to that just yet and bring Scarlett's hopes up. For all I knew, it only worked for some species because of the interaction of the mana infusion.
Some rustling in the jungle caught our attention. Scarlett smiled, giving me a loving look before turning and heading back into the jungle.
Where she headed into the jungle, Yev emerged, pulling back the giant green leaves of the jungle. She took in the little, private table and a shy smile spread across her face.
Yev turned, clearly expecting someone to be behind her before she turned back to me, puzzled. "I could have sworn Morgana was just behind me. I never would've found this without her."
"She does that. She's perfected that vampire vanishing act." I shrugged and gestured her over to the table. "But let's not talk about them. Tonight is about us. Please, have a seat."
I took a moment to drink in Yev's beauty.
She had really outdone herself. Her hair was done up in complex, artful braids that wrapped around her head like a tiara. The braids were anchoring a series of thin gold chains that draped down the side of her head.
I could barely pull myself away from her eyes. She, or someone, had highlighted them to the point that I didn't even look down at her dress. Small sparkles played along her eyelids, catching the firelight as she looked around at the setting lit by a few makeshift torches.
Her hand fidgeted with her neckline, and I finally took in what she was wearing. The green dress had a plunging neckline, exposing the rounded sides and even the bottoms of her breasts.
Picking my jaw up off the ground, I put on my best smile. "You look absolutely gorgeous."
I took her hand in mine and led her over to the table, helping startle her out of her shy state.
"Thank you. Is it too much? I told Tyrande it was too much." Yev fretted over her attire.
"It's not too much; it is perfect." I loved how Yev, the princess and powerful heir, hadn't lost her sweetness. She often projected confidence when she needed to in public, but she was willing to show me who she was. And at the moment, she was far less confident than usual.
She blushed as she took her seat, and I pushed it in only to take my own.
Just as I sat down, Morgana came out of the jungle wearing plain black clothing, not even a scrap of leather. I laughed. The beautiful drow was trying to be less distracting as our server, but it was hard to make her any less stunning.
She walked over with an aloof air. "What a lovely couple. I am Morgana, and I'll be your server today. The kitchen is serving a four-course meal today with a fantastic wine pairing. First up, we have a lovely red wine, and I swear there's no blood in it." 
Morgana almost kept up the server façade, but she smiled at her joke before she deftly poured us two glasses. She held the bottle high, giving a waterfall-like pour several feet above our glasses.
After pouring our glasses, she disappeared back into the jungle. She'd planned to take some meals from the party and make them look fancier before bringing them to us. Plating could do a lot to dress up a dish, and Morgana had a restaurant at her club. She knew what she was doing.
I lifted my glass and held it over the center of the table. "To us, to a wonderful night."
"To a wonderful night," Yev agreed, clinking her glass against mine. "Thank you for this. I wasn't sure what to expect here at the conclave, but this is lovely."
"I wish I could have done more, but there's only so many resources currently on this island. I wanted to put my best foot forward with this being our first true date."
Morgana had done a ton of the work, helping pull together the plan for dinner. And Jadelyn had immediately begun ordering around anybody around her, getting the table moved and set up in the area. We didn't really have staff on the island, so it was hilarious to watch as Jadelyn exuded authority, pointing and ordering around any of the paranormals in the area. And while they seemed a little baffled, they all ended up doing as asked, quickly becoming her staff.
It hadn't taken long to pull together this lovely date for Yev. I was glad I could give her something special.
"So, how are you feeling? The conclave, dragons vying for your attention, and all the stuff that comes with being suddenly the king." Yev leaned forward, interest in her eyes as she tried to connect more deeply with me.
I paused, not sure how to answer. I hadn't actually taken time to evaluate my emotions, just going with whatever was happening. My brows pressed down as I tried to filter through my emotions.
Yev held up her hands and waved them like she was trying to stop me. "We don't have to talk about that if you don't want to."
"No, that's not it. I appreciate the question. I just haven't had time to reflect until now. It's been a whirlwind. Sometimes it feels like I only just discovered I wasn't human."
Yev was patient with me as I sat and considered her question. She sipped her wine, a gentle smile on her face as she watched me work through my emotions.
"It doesn't feel that different if I'm honest. There is this bigger weight on me, but I've had time to process and expect it."
As soon as I'd returned from Switzerland after the previous king's announcement, everything had changed. The press had instantly become interested in me, publishing all kinds of information. A few magazines had ridiculous articles claiming to know all my favorite foods for all the interested women.
Kelly especially appreciated those. She liked to read aloud the profiles on me when we were all together, in between her bursts of laughter when they got something horribly wrong.
I'd also stepped up my responsibility in Philadelphia. I was now on the paranormal council governing the city. It had taken some time getting used to the politics on that council.
The conclave had been different. Dragons were a little easier to manage. Even though each color was looking out for themselves, when it came to dragonkind, there was almost no infighting. The power structure was set, and nobody wanted to alter it.
It was kind of refreshing compared to human or other paranormal politics.
Yev seemed surprised by my answer. "It doesn't feel different? I would've thought you were feeling overwhelmed, like things were spiraling out of your control."
"Actually, I feel pretty in control." I came to the realization as I said it. 
There were new expectations placed upon me and problems arising, but it felt almost natural. My younger self hadn't taken on many leadership roles in school, but those had never felt like the right fit. This did. 
"This is going to sound stupid, but I think being king comes naturally."
Yev howled with laughter, her smile so genuine and wide that I couldn't help but enjoy the view. 
"So modest." She winked at me. "But that was not what I was expecting. My family always talks about the responsibility that comes along with leadership."
"Yeah, but the dragons are actually fairly united. Compared to the Philly council, this is a piece of cake." I realized as she mentioned her family, I knew little about her life since we'd gone our separate ways. "What about you? How has everything been in Switzerland since this winter?"
"Well, we cleaned up a lot of the mess. Most of the buildings destroyed by the attack are being rebuilt by the Highaen; it goes faster with magic. And we've kicked off some campaigns to make everybody feel safer. The attack really put into question how safe the city really was from attack." Yev sighed, looking off into the jungle.
I caught her hand off the table and held it. "People don't feel safe?"
"Not after a full-scale attack in the city. Thankfully, we stopped them, but it broke a societal rule, and people like rules," Yev replied.
I nodded, more interested in one person's feelings on the matter. "Do you feel safe?"
She blinked, surprised by my question. "No." She looked down into her lap. "I don't. I still have nightmares about Tyrande being taken away."
A few questions I'd had locked into place. She'd been reluctant to come to Philly and leave her sister; she was still scared about not being there to protect Tyrande.
"I assume she's had her guard increased?" I asked.
Yev snorted. "A couple more mages versus an army of angels? Hell, the angels had a silver dragon; I'm sure they have more tools in their arsenals."
I rubbed my thumb along her knuckles, trying to soothe her. "Then what do you think she needs to be safe?"
"A dragon king wouldn't be bad protection," Yev joked.
I nodded. "And you didn't avoid spending time one on one with me last night to be fair to the other dragons. You wanted to give your sister a better chance so that she would end up more protected if I chose her." 
I started belly laughing, and Yev looked at me with a question in her eyes.
"You know, your sister spent the entire time we were ever alone together trying to convince me to date you,” I said. 
She processed what I said and rolled her eyes, letting out a huff. "Of course she did."
The two Highaen sisters were cute, but they were also a tangled mess, pushing the other one on me in an act of selflessness.
"My big sister always looks out for me." Yev blushed. "I'm sorry we caught you in the middle of it."
"Please. It's sweet. I love that you look out for each other and are willing to sacrifice your own happiness for the other."
I gestured vaguely over to where the dragons were partying in the jungle. We could both hear the chatter and singing that rose over the entire island. "So many of them don't care about their siblings that much."
Yev played with her wine glass, ducking her face to hide a blush.
Thankfully, Morgana saved her by swooping in with a platter. "For starters, we have a lovely light meat and cheese tray."
The platter of cheese and meat was several feet in diameter and overflowing with food. For a human, it would be several meals' worth, but for two dragons, Morgana was right. It was fairly light.
I picked at the cheese and meat, making myself little combinations in orderly stacks. "So besides trying to push me on your sister, what are your other plans for the future?"
Yev finished chewing her current morsel hurriedly so that she could answer. "Being heir to the Highaen doesn't really come with a career path. We just keep taking on more work until one day our parents step down."
"There has to be something you want. Do the two of you compete for the next leadership position?"
Yev shook her head. "We decided long ago to co-rule. Neither of us are really competitive with each other. We disagree, but normally, we can talk through it and come to a mutual decision. Honestly, we often come to a better decision after we've talked it out. But don't tell her I said that." She smiled up at me.
I looked at her, my turn to be surprised. "Not competitive? I thought all children of rulers are vying for power."
Yev giggled. "Oh, our mother tried. She tried to offer prizes for the winner of different competitions, to pit us against each other. But Tyrande has always been sensitive to the fact that I was a dragon and not really a high elf, that I didn't belong."
Yev played with her food, a wistful look filling her face as she continued. "Tyrande worked hard to make sure that I felt like part of the family. Even when she won anything, she would sneak into my room and split the reward in half. So, that's what I learned. As I grew up and could win some competitions, I did the same in return."
I laughed, imagining the two girls secretly milking their mother for rewards and sharing it behind her back. "I bet that made your mother crazy."
Yev joined me in laughter. "There was this time when the prize was a large bar of chocolate for a magic competition between the two of us. I won, because... well, I just brute forced it. But she caught us both in Tyrande's room sharing the chocolate."
Leaning forward, I ignored the food. Her smile had all of my attention. "What happened?"
"Lots of shouting and scolding. She then tried to talk to us both about how only one of us could rule, and she needed to pick the best. It was the next day that we swore a pact in front of her to rule together one day." Yev smiled brilliantly at the memory.
I watched as she lit up, her mind filled with memories of her home. Her nervousness had melted away as she talked, and she looked amazingly beautiful as she recalled the memory.
It took a moment before her eyes refocused on me and a blush spread across her face. "Is there something on my face?"
"Just the prettiest smile I've seen in a very long time. You love your sister very much." I now understood how grave of a mistake I had almost made in splitting them up. They were a pair.
"Stop staring." She focused back on her food, trying and failing to control her blush. "You once mentioned that your parents had died; do you have any other family in your life?"
"No. My adoptive parents died peacefully a few years back. They adopted me late in life because they had never had kids." I shrugged. They had been in their mid-eighties at that point. They'd chosen to adopt me when they were nearing retirement, which didn't give me long with them, but I was grateful for all they had done for me in the time we had together.
Yev immediately got out of her seat to come comfort me. "I'm sorry. That had to be hard. But given what you've learned here about what you are..."
"One second." I stopped her from talking too much and turned, facing the woods.
Morgana slipped out of the leaves with a smile. "Can I help you?"
"Make sure no one listens in?" I asked.
"Done." Morgana faded back into the jungle.
I knew Scarlett was blocking dragons from coming and trying to pull me away. And Jadelyn had trouble getting away from the mobs that followed her around. I needed Morgana to make sure our discussion was private.
"Go ahead. We can discuss it now. Based on what I can do, my best guess is that my biological parents were Tiamat and Bahamut's latest heirs." Saying it aloud felt like it made it even more real, despite the suspicion already being on my mind. I felt a chill run down my spine.
Yev returned to her seat and held my hand. "We don't know what that means. Maybe you are both of their heirs rather than the result of their coupling?"
It was a nice excuse, but I knew in my bones that it wasn't true. I was the break in one of the great patterns that Thuun had talked about.
"No, I'm fairly sure I'm the latest heir's child. What I don't understand is how none of the dragons were aware of them."
"They could have been like you, wandering around thinking they were human and were drawn together," Yev offered a potential explanation. "All I know is that they came together and made you. For that, I am eternally happy, because I now have the chance to get to know you."
Now it was my turn to blush. Her eyes were so fixed on me and full of emotion.
"Thank you. But when you asked how I was with being a king, and I said that it doesn't bother me, I have to admit that this fantastical destiny does. That I resulted from a break in the great pattern weighs on my shoulders far more."
Yev gave me a sympathetic look. "Since you are both of their heirs, that means you need to bring back dragons of all ten colors." As she said it, Yev had trouble meeting my eyes. "Does that mean you are going to line up women from here to Philly and work hard at it?"
The way she said it rankled me. "No." My voice came out as a growl. "My mates are precious to me. Even if the expectation is that I have dozens of dragonling, I can't just go into it with that in mind. I'm looking for mates, partners in life, not just willing wombs."
Her eyes lifted to mine, sparkling a bit. "Good. That I can do; the womb part wouldn't have worked," Yev agreed with me before quickly correcting herself. "I know you'll have a large harem eventually, though. If none of them die, it will just keep growing."
I focused on her words. "None of them will die? Can you tell me more? I know there are the rumors of such things, but I'm still trying to figure out how being a dragon works."
Yev gasped and covered her mouth. "Oh my gosh. There's so much you probably don't know."
I winced. "Yeah. I know we are on a date, but if you could help fill in some of those blanks?"
"Of course." Yev grew serious as she shifted more into a professor mode. "Dragons are fonts of mana, so we just keep producing it. But mana also can cause changes. We release gobs of mana when we are intimate with another; it soaks into male seed and essentially becomes a high-grade restorative potion."
"So, it just heals them?"
"Sort of. It's powerful healing that will heal even the minor injuries that stack up and cause aging," Yev explained, "But there's so much more. Have you started your hoard yet?"
I nodded. Any dragon was eager to talk about their hoard. "Yes, filled with gold bullion from my job with Morgana. And then I tossed in a few of the powerful weapons I've encountered."
Yev grinned from ear to ear. "I want to see it. But part of the mechanism that works with dragons' production of mana has to do with our hoard. You see..." Yev suddenly became very chatty, and I leaned on my hand, watching her face light up as she talked about her hoard.




Chapter 16


I walked with a little spring in my step as I dropped Yev back at her room. The night was nearly over by the time our date had ended. That didn't stop me from grinning so widely that my jaw was aching.
She would totally let me back in if I asked. But the night had been wonderful, and given that I understood the sisters to be a package deal, I couldn't mate and mark Yev, not yet.
After dragging myself away from Yev's door, knowing it was better if we took things slow, I wandered back to the jungle to help Morgana clean up.
"I got that," I said as I saw Morgana bent over the table, clearing off dishes.
Stepping up quickly, I grabbed the table and lifted it with one hand. Sometimes dragon strength was nice.
"Showing off?" Morgana raised an eyebrow, but the smirk on her face told me she was amused.
"Don't pretend that you don't enjoy my strength." I bounced my eyebrows as I thought of the hole we had nearly put in Jadelyn's house just the other day.
"Out in the world helping me with daily tasks? Sure, it's helpful. But I prefer your strength the most in the bedroom. Helps with available positions," Morgana commented, trailing her nail up my arm.
The look she gave me sent my body on edge, and I naturally leaned towards her for a kiss, despite the table I was holding in the air. 
She smiled, darting away to grab a chair.
I let out a growl, which only seemed to please her more. Tease. I worked to suppress my beast's urges, knowing we had something more serious to talk about. 
"Morgana, about the injured dragon that showed up. We managed to find out where she was attacked."
"Oh? Where?" She looked at my face, noting my concern, and I could see the possibilities running through her head. Her face fell a moment before she said, "The Balkans?"
"What gave it away?" I asked, confirming her suspicion.
She cursed, setting the chair down with enough force that it creaked. Luckily, it was built to withstand dragons. "You wouldn't have brought this up to me unless I could directly help. If it was elven, you'd bring it to the sisters. So it's vamps. They took her down?"
"With a fighter jet," I said, sighing and putting the table over my shoulder. "We need to figure out who did it, but the vampires aren't talking."
Morgana cursed. "Of course they won't. If someone is dragon hunting, chances are they are connected. Nobody in their right mind would do it without at least a little protection. My guess is it's a thrill seeker and someone wanting fast cash, some younger vampire with connections. Not to mention they used a fucking jet. Yeah, they had connections."
Her theory made sense to me, but part of me still hoped it was a mistake and not some dragon hunter. That made it feel like they'd go after us again.
"How do you know it isn't an old vampire with a craving for dragon blood?" I questioned.
"It could be, but I highly doubt it. The old ones have become more cautious. Even if they wanted the dragon blood, they'd send a younger vamp to take the fall. And if they used a fighter jet, it tells me the driver was likely a younger vampire. An old one wouldn't be caught dead in one of those contraptions," Morgana pointed out. 
"So, there's likely a young vampire hunting dragons, but I'd guess they're protected by some older vampire who is taking blood for the protection,” she continued. “At least, that would explain why she was shot down in the Balkans, within their sphere of influence. Actually, if you can figure out where exactly it happened, I'd bet my half of the next three jobs that the elder lord that controls that specific area had access to said jet." She nodded, sure of herself.
During her whole tirade, I was quiet, trying to give her a moment to think about what I was asking of her. I didn't do it lightly; I knew her relationship with the vampires was complex.
Morgana began cursing in Swedish. At least, based on her tone, that's what I assumed she was doing as she began walking around the area, seeming to take her feelings out on the trees. She even stabbed a few of the trees, using them as pseudo punching bags.
But after a bit, she calmed down and turned to me, a frown on her face. "Fine. Let's get this over with."
Morgana sat in the chair with a thump, inviting me to sit with her as she pulled her phone out of her spatial pocket in her bra. She hesitated for a moment before typing in a name and hitting send. Then she put it on speaker and held it aloft.
The phone only rang twice before a smooth male voice answered. "Morgana. It isn't often that I hear your lovely voice."
I growled at his flirting.
"Oh, Morgana, you sound quite different," he chuckled.
"Can it, Emre. That's my mate, Zach Pendragon, the king of dragons." Morgana seemed satisfied to relay that piece of information. "Now, if we can get down to business, I can promise to not have him come eat you, because he's in a real bitey mood today."
Emre was silent on the other end of the phone for a moment. "Court was swirling this afternoon. I have heard that the dragons were trying to find who shot down the dragon over Turkey. I assume this has to do with that?"
He mentioned that the dragon had been shot down, and I frowned. I'd thought she hadn't had a crash landing until she'd reached us at the Bronze King's house. Something wasn't adding up.
"Yes, Emre, this is the same request. There is a dragon conclave and a new king. None of them like to see a dragon getting attacked on their way here," Morgana hissed. "Unless you want dragons raining fire down on your people, you will at least give me a direction."
"Of course, a deal could be—"
"Shut it," Morgana snapped. "They'll end up helping you if you cooperate. Of that, I'm sure."
Emre tisked on the other end of the phone. "You have been away from court far too long, my dear. You used to be so much more subtle and conniving. I think I liked you better that way. This brute force approach is just... boring." 
He let out a sigh, and I let out a growl at how he was talking to her. She rubbed my leg, trying to calm me as she let the conversation linger.
She seemed to play him right because he spoke up again next. "Fine, I'm aware of who killed your little black dragon."
"Wait." I snatched the phone from Morgana. "Killed?"
"Ah, hello. I assume I am speaking to the King of Dragons?" Emre asked, seeming to have no urgency in our discussion.
Morgana looked upset at me for snatching the phone, but I was more concerned with what he'd said. "Yes, this is Zach Pendragon, you said 'killed'. But that's not possible; all the dragons are accounted for, and the black dragon I was speaking of was only injured."
There was a pause again and some muffled conversation on the other end of the phone before Emre returned to speaking. "I'm afraid my sources say the dragon was killed. Shot down with an F-15."
I tossed the phone back to Morgana. "We need to go."
"You've been helpful, Emre. I'll call you if we need more," Morgana said quickly.
"Morga—" His voice cut off with a beep and Morgana was hurrying after me.
She didn't ask where we were going because she knew I was rushing off to the healing ward to ask a dragon that was supposed to be dead some very important questions.
I blew past the remaining party goers and rushed into the tower.
My mad dash had attracted enough attention that a few even moved to follow me. I hit the second floor at a full sprint and threw open the healing ward's door, loud enough to make a boom.
There was the injured black dragon, standing in the middle of the room, holding a piece of what looked like an amethyst. Thalia's expression changed; she knew something was wrong.
Morgana blurred into the room, a sword flashing out from the spatial pocket in her cleavage. But it clanged against the stone moments later as the dragon slapped it away hard enough to jar Morgana.
My vampire wife's face contorted in shock for just a moment before she dodged out of the way as Thalia released a blast of purple magic, unlike a dragon, shattering everything in its path.
I picked Morgana up off the floor, checking to make sure she was okay.
It created a pause in the fight.
"What gave me away?" She smiled, as if everything was going perfectly to plan.
"You are supposed to be dead. At least, according to the vampires." I wanted to snap her neck, but I needed to get more information out of her.
She pouted. "Drat. I thought the vampires would be a longer lasting smoke screen. But the opportunity presented itself, and I couldn't pass it up. All the dragons in one place for the first time since I escaped?" She was giddy, dancing on her toes as her face bloomed into a wide smile.
I tried to piece together the fact that the dragon stood in front of me, but she was supposedly dead. And then it hit me. She already smelled like death because she was a black dragon. But Thalia was dead; in the room with me wasn't her, but someone walking around in her skin.
Disgusted, I took a deep breath and pulled Morgana behind me as I washed the healing ward in flames. I raked my fire over everything. I wanted to burn out the pest that had decided to once again show up in my life.
When the smoke cleared, the skinwalker was standing in a purple magic bubble smiling so wide that I thought the corners of her mouth were going to split. 
"So warm and cozy." She hugged herself. "But I have things to do, ta-ta." She waved as purple magic rose all around the room. Magic circles blossomed to life, carved into the stone all around me.
I had to admit that I was impressed. The stone was strong enough to keep dragons from damaging the space.
She jumped out the window. I moved to go after her, but other creatures were pushing through the magic circles the skinwalker had created.
"Zach," Morgana shouted, getting my attention as she stuffed a pistol in my hand and the room brightened in staccato flashes. She began unloading her SMG at one of the first figures to come through.
My own gun came up, and I fired at another figure, filling him with lead.
The creatures coming through the portals were all women from the waist up and spiders from the waist down.
I cursed. This was definitely a type of paranormal I had not known existed. Fuck spiders. And while they weren't hard to take down, they just kept coming. 
"Fall back." I stuffed the gun in my waist and washed the room with fire once more to give more coverage to those trying to retreat behind me.
The spider women coming through screeched and screamed under my flames. They weren't nearly as powerful as the woman who had instigated the portals, but they were giving her a getaway.
"My king," a voice sounded from the hallway, and the blue dragon leader stepped through the doorway. He looked, taking in what was happening in the room and releasing his own lightning breath. "What's happening?"
"No time. Handle this." I looked through the doorway and saw Chloe. "Get in here and help him. You too." I pointed to another dragon I recognized as a bronze. They at least wouldn't get in each other's way.
Confident that they could handle what was coming through the portals, I ran straight for a window. The drapes over it were still burning as I burst through them and out into the open air.
There was a moment of peace at the top of my jump before reality settled in and yanked me down to the ground. I shifted my legs, and I landed with a thud before they returned to normal. I took off towards the party.
Morgana landed behind me with a crack of her leg, but she shook it out and raced up to join me. "I'll find her." She blurred forward, far faster than me.
If our target was trying to escape or hide, her best chance would be to join the party and hide in the crowd.
I didn't want to think about the chance that she'd kill another and take on their skin. That was a twisted game of whack-a-mole that I wasn't interested in playing.
"My king." Dragons looked at me in surprise, bowing and shifting their hands. "What's wrong?"
The tower behind me raged, lightning spilling out of the windows.
"We are under attack. Wake all the dragons in the tower and stay in groups," I demanded, before casting my head back and forth among the group. "All black and copper dragons need to be detained until I can clear them." I tossed in as an afterthought.
There was a chance that more than one black dragon had been killed and used. My nose wrinkled at the idea of people walking around in other's skins. But I had to consider the possibility.
The dragons around me burst into action. Most partially shifted their bodies, covering themselves with hardened scales. Drinks and food in hand hit the ground, completely forgotten. The merriment of the moment faded, but it wasn't replaced by fear. A sort of calm surrounded me.
I wasn't surrounded by timid creatures; I was surrounded by predators. And these ancient and powerful beasts were ready to respond to my call with militant efficiency.
Many of the surrounding dragons had been through at least one war. They were battle hardened, and it showed. I watched as they immediately began organizing themselves. They were efficient and militant.
Thuun walked over to me to gain intel. "My king, who are we fighting?"
"The vampires reported that the wounded black dragon was killed over Turkey. I went to the healing ward to find a skinwalker. A mage of some type was walking around in her skin this entire time. And she'd carved runes into the healing ward, which is now letting in spider women." I turned to him with a set jaw. Just saying it made me unbelievably angry.
The beast slammed itself in my chest, demanding a fight. And I planned to give it one, but I needed the other dragons informed.
Thuun frowned. "Skinwalking is dark magic; it originated from the fae. The spider women are still fighting in the tower?"
Bursts of lightning were still flickering out of the windows.
"Yes," I answered directly as I searched the area for any sign of the skinwalker.
Thuun murmured something under his breath before standing up straighter. "Allow me to join the fight?" There was a small sparkle in his eye. His dragon was also ready to attack.
"Go, but bring someone with you. Everyone should move in pairs or small groups if possible. The last thing I want to do is try to find a skinwalker among our dragons."
"My king." He bowed quickly and hurried off, grabbing two women by the shoulder and bringing them with him.
The skinwalker had plenty of time to hide at that point; I was losing hope of finding her. And when Morgana appeared, a scowl on her face, I knew she'd struggled as well.
"She may not be here," I answered Morgana's unsaid statement. "She could hide with magic or amid the jungle."
Morgana looked past me, and I turned, feeling relief as I saw my other two mates hurrying towards me with Tyrande.
"Husband, what's wrong?" Jadelyn asked.
"The conclave is under attack." I stared hard at Jadelyn. "You need to stick with Morgana and Scarlett."
Jadelyn's cheeks puffed out. "I can take care of myself."
"Whoever this is shrugged off my fire and..." I looked up at the tower; the battle was still raging. "Apparently can summon a large amount of support. Safety first."
Seeing Tyrande made me think of her sister, whom I had left alone in her room. "Shit. Come with me. We are going to get Yev. Now is not the time to be alone."
"Sorry, I stayed out of the room in case the two of you wanted some privacy." Tyrande blushed, but I waved it off.
It was time for action, not words. I charged towards her room. My conclave was under attack, my mates were at risk, and I was ready to burn down whatever I needed to in order to restore safety.
Several feet from the entrance, I grabbed my mates and pushed them back as I shifted into my dragon knight form, sensing an oncoming enemy. My bones crackled as I grew several feet and wrapped myself in hard gold scales.
As I finished my shift, a spider woman reached us, tackling me to the ground.
I let her, hitting the ground and rolling with her. She'd tackled me using her spider half, her spindly legs wrapped around me, holding me like little steel clamps.
The spider woman licked her bright red lips that were incredibly vivid against her ghostly pale skin. "You'll make a wonderful morsel, little dragon."
"Like hell." She might be strong, but I was the fucking king of dragons.
The beast rose inside of me, and I felt my power redouble. Something deep inside me rose to the surface. I hadn't felt a rush like it since I'd fought Nat'alet.
It was like some slumbering leviathan cracked its eyes open, suddenly present within me. My arms snapped out to the side as I moved them, blowing past the spiders' legs. They had no ability to contain my current strength.
The spider woman shrieked as she lost balance and tumbled off of me, only to try to scurry away on five legs.
"I don't think so." My body crackled around my smile as my neck bulged, extending as my vision shifted. My dragon eyes were further apart as my head became that of a huge gold dragon.
I used my new dragon form to catch the spider woman's back half in my jaws. She was screaming some curse at me, but I couldn't hear her over my chewing. She was crunchier than a nutty candy bar.
I tossed my head back, swallowing the rest of her as I finished shifting.
"Zach, there are more inside." Morgana was standing with Scarlett, making sure none reached Jadelyn or Tyrande, although Tyrande seemed equally unhappy that she was in the second tier.
Snorting smoke out of my nostrils, I stepped into the opening to the tower. The creatures were spinning webs all over the place, making a funnel that went down towards where Thuun had shown us the history of dragons.
As far as I could tell, they were focused entirely on the lower area of the tower, which meant Yev was likely safe. And they seemed to have a goal in mind—one I needed to stop.
"Be careful. Go get Yev and meet me back here." I kept my focus on the spider women who had paused in their web making, turning to me.
"Don't do anything stupid," Scarlett reminded me, in vain, and hurried with Jadelyn away from the action.
I had a pretty good idea of where I'd find the skinwalker. She'd doubled back to the tower. Her actual goal was clearly inside. What it was, I did not know, but I sure as shit was about to find out.
"Dragon, leave this place, run as far as you can," one of the spider women hissed. "Our mother has laid claim to your island, and you cannot stop her."
"Mother?" I snarled.
"Our mother, the spider queen, rises again," the woman cackled. "Come, let's see how tasty dragon meat is."
I'd heard the term once before, when Thuun had given me the brief history of dragons. But in his version of the story, the spider queen was dead, defeated by the Summer and Winter courts along with Tiamat and Bahamut.
My breath roared out of my throat, setting the entire room ablaze in a wash of orange and red. Their fresh webs were incinerated, forcing them to retreat into the opening deeper into the tower. Most had survived, using their nimbleness to avoid the flames.
As soon as my vision cleared, they were rushing me.




Chapter 17


The spider women's legs clacked as they streamed across the tower towards me, leaping off in an attempt to pin me down.
My jaws snapped up two of them as I tried to step back, avoiding the others. But they greatly outnumbered me. Focusing on the two in my mouth, I crunched down, devouring their rich mana before shifting my attention to the others.
Dozens of the creatures skittered onto me and wrapped their webs over me, their sharp legs tried to work themselves under my scales.
I thrashed, knocking a few to the ground. But there were just too many, their webs stacked up and slowed me down. They piled on top of me, and I needed to get them off.
I could shift my body enough to throw it to the side, using my momentum to roll as we crashed into the great hall. A few of them were crushed under my weight, but many of them remained, clinging to my body.
I could feel a few sharp pricks as they successfully worked their sharp legs under my scales to get to my tough but not impenetrable skin. I roared, my dragon ready to tear them apart limb by limb.
Green fire spewed over me, turning my scales copper and melting the monsters on my neck.
I slapped the few wounded spider women off my neck like the pests that they were. "Tim, glad to see you." 
The copper dragon was at the bottom of the stairs. I had a feeling he'd just come down from his room.
"My king." The copper dragon bowed his head, his eyes darting around as he took a defensive stance. "What is this?"
I looked him in the eye. "The person responsible for this attack is the one I believe killed your mate."
Tim's growl was immediate. The deep and dark reverberating sound echoed through the room as intensity lit in his eyes. "Where."
It was less a question than a statement. I nodded my head toward the lower area.
"But we need to be careful." I shifted back into my dragon knight form; Tim followed my lead, shredding his clothes as he shifted. "Our dragon forms won't be able to maneuver well down there."
"It doesn't matter. Nothing will stop me from ripping out their still beating heart and letting them watch me eat it while they die. Nobody touches my mate." Tim was already moving, heading towards the entrance.
I moved behind him, noting that I was not the only possessive dragon on the island. Tim was practically frothing at the mouth to go.
Herm and a dragon I didn't recognize joined us. "What's wrong?" He asked as soon as he saw his brother.
"There's someone calling themselves the spider queen here, attacking us. She was wearing a skinsuit of the black dragon. Given that Stephanie died just outside the healing ward she was staying in, I would bet she's responsible for her death."
Herm hurried forward and grabbed his brother's shoulder. "She will die a painful death—that I promise you, brother."
Tim jerked his shoulder out of his brother's grasp. "No more wasting time."
Herm shifted into a smaller dragon form, about the size of a horse, while the woman shifted into a large bear and dropped onto all four with a rumbling growl. She wore Herm's mark, so I assumed she was one of his mates. 
"We go as a group. Keep your eyes open, and prioritize keeping each other alive. Tim, you're with us? You can keep your temper in check enough to not be a liability?"
"Yes, my king," he snorted as he scraped his clawed foot along the floor, impatient to get going.
I knew he was a risk, but he'd battled before. He had once been a Greek general. I could use him in the fight, and if the tables were turned, I wouldn't forgive anybody who stopped me from getting my vengeance.
Rather than waste more time, I headed down the stairs, my skin crawling. I couldn't help but feel that more lurked for us in the shadows below.
"Have either of you ever heard of these creatures?" I paused, using a small stream of fire to remove webs.
"Not in the paranormal world. They look like driders from video games," Herm said.
I paused and looked at him over my shoulder. "I would not have pegged you for a gamer."
Herm shrugged, his eyes scouting around us. "You get bored with everything after a while. In games, they are connected to drow, but I've never heard of drow and spiders being a thing," Herm replied.
"Surprise, surprise, the humans got another thing wrong and misrepresented the paranormal," Tim said in a bored tone. "They mix up fae and elves all the time."
I hadn't thought about it, but they did both have pointy ears. Elves' ears pointed up and fae ears went backwards at an angle.
"So, they are possibly fae? They called their leader the spider queen. Think there's any tie to the leader of the wild fae that was killed in our history?" I asked.
Tim grunted. "Not a historian. Vaguely remember that story; dragons helped the Summer and Winter courts kill her."
"Could be a lone survivor of the wild fae, calling herself the new queen," Herm suggested hopefully.
We all hoped that that was the answer rather than some unbelievably powerful fae from eons ago back again for round two. Round one seemed like a big enough of a doozy.
Movement above me caught my attention, and I snapped my hand up, launching a fireball. It tore through webs and landed high above.
A drider screeched as it went up in flames, but none of us were focused on the dying paranormal. What caught our attention was the ceiling that had just been illuminated and was swarming with many more.
"Left," Tim said before taking a deep breath and breathing a column of green fire that made the driders sizzle and melt to our left. 
Herm immediately took action, breathing a column of purple fog up the right side of the wall. Driders caught in the purple fog shriveled up and fell like dead leaves.
The two of them worked in immaculate coordination. It clearly wasn't the first time they'd battled side by side.
I joined them, taking a deep breath and breathing fire right down the center. The driders fell down around us as they died.
The bear shifter female roared and stood on her hind legs, grabbing a drider off of Herm, dragging it to the ground and ripping its throat out.
"Backs together" I ordered. As they fell on top of us, it would be easier for us to be split apart and overwhelmed. We needed to stay together.
We huddled together, each of us pouring out our breaths. Every once in a while, we'd shoot out a spell, taking out a few of the further away driders. While we had less room to maneuver, it was hard to outrun our breaths. Hundreds of driders died around us.
"Disgusting creatures. Where are they all coming from?" Herm spat on the ground after taking a large chomp out of a nearby one.
"She summoned them up in the healing ward through magic circles. And they call her mother," I answered between gouts of fire.
He wrinkled his nose, turning away just as I saw three driders appear out of the darkness, landing on him. I grabbed two and yanked them off him, breathing fire on their faces and killing them. The last one was killed by Tim.
As I turned back, I saw that long cords of thread had been stuck to Herm's back. I moved forward to hack at them, but I was too slow.
He was jerked backwards, carried off down the path.
"Shit!" Tim cursed and his head whipped back and forth, ready for them to repeat their strategy. They'd come prepared to fight dragons.
"We are going that direction anyway," I told him. "Push forward and keep fighting."
The sounds of their skittering echoed along the walls and made me want to shiver. I cursed, creeped out. I was going to have nightmares about spiders for the rest of my life.
Taking another deep breath, I washed out the tunnel before me, clearing the webs and catching more than a few of the driders.
"Come on; we are picking up the pace. Herm is one of ours."
As if responding to me, a loud roar echoed from below. Herm had shifted into his dragon form. A boom resounded through the halls, confirming it. Only a dragon could have made that loud of a sound.
It didn't take us long to reach him. They had pinned Herm against the wall at the landing, limiting his body of any movement.
Purple fog wheezed out of his throat as he stretched out his breath, making it last longer to protect himself and buy some time.
I stepped forward, my scales darkening against his death breath. My own breath joined his, filling the room with a thick rolling fog of death. Dry cracks sounded as driders fell and their brittle bodies crumpled against the ground.
Herm did a few half beats of his wings to drive the fog further down the passage. "Fucking spiders."
"You okay?" I asked, not afraid of his breath. But I noticed that his mate and Tim were hanging back.
Herm shifted back into his smaller form, but blood liberally coated his copper scales. "Been worse. Bastards surprised me."
"It isn't much further to the bottom of the stairs," Tim said, stepping up closer and lifting a hand filled with green fire.
Herm took a few steps forward and stumbled.
"You don't look fine," I commented, seeing Herm better under the green firelight. He wasn't going to make it to the bottom, and we couldn't leave him behind.
More driders were flowing along the ceiling, hurrying past us.
"They aren't focusing on us," I said, watching them hurry towards the first floor.
"No..." Tim paused and turned his head so that his ear was facing up the stairs. "Another group is coming down."
If more were coming, they could help protect Herm and keep him alive. And I had a way to make it easier for them to get to him.
I drew upon the strength I'd been feeling in battle. It came easier this time, and I slapped out fireballs the size of small cars, sending them up to the ceiling. They came easily enough that I didn't stop there.
I threw dozens of the fireballs in a display that surprised even me. My limit had once been three in a row, but now it was like the finale of a fireworks show, and I wasn't even struggling.
"My king," Tim said, his awe clear in his tone. "You are drawing them to us again."
"Deal with what you can," I replied. With the increase in strength, I was feeling twitchy. I wanted to hit something.
I wasn't sure where the strength came from, but it was rapidly blossoming in my chest. It was like a piece of burning parchment, slowly spreading through my body.
And as it moved, I felt some sort of barrier being broken down. Something was giving way.
Morgana had suspected that my dragon had been sealed, hidden from me, and that was why I'd always felt like the beast was separate until more recently. And apparently, there was more to uncover.
So I let it continue, curious what would unlock within me.
I grabbed onto that power with everything I had and pushed it forward, into myself and my beast. The beast roared in my chest, swallowing that strength and making it our own.
I screamed and kept pumping out fireballs, wrecking the oncoming waves of driders.
The only thing louder than my own fireballs was the sound coming from further up the hall. Thunderous booms and the static crackle of lightning sounded amid screams of driders.
"Bronze or Blue are coming," Tim called over the cacophony.
The cold light of lightning lit his face as dragons joined us.
"My king." Brom and the blue leader, Throgane, bowed at their waist, and with them was Brom's second mate, Chloe's mother. "The invasion at the healing ward has been stopped."
Brom looked like an armored soldier with his helmet off. He hadn't grown much, but his short stocky frame radiated danger. The blue leader was two heads taller. He was long and lanky, but there was an intensity that radiated from his body. It felt like he could whip his arms out and rip out somebody's throat in the blink of an eye.
Both of them radiated lightning magic.
I whipped out my largest fireball yet, detonating it and clearing further down the passage. "Good. I believe the woman responsible is down here. She fled from the healing ward and circled back into the tower for her real objective."
Brom nodded. "A dangerous individual. Though despite her power, it was folly to attack the dragon conclave."
Despite his words, I still felt uncertain. The driders had hurt us far more than I'd expected. They were well organized, and their sheer numbers in the confined spaces proved dangerous.
"Let's move." I marched forward and down to the floor of the massive mural-covered cavern. But the area was unrecognizable, covered in webs.
Driders lingered in webs, watching us but not attacking.
But the only moving creature was the skinwalker who called herself the spider queen. She had the same purple crystal from earlier in her hand, and she smashed it against one mural.
"Oh, you worked quickly." She turned with a smile, completely unperturbed that we had reached her. But she had an army of driders lurking just over her shoulders.
I had a feeling the moment we moved to attack her, the room would become chaos.
"It is Thalia. Why would you attack the conclave?" Brom's voice picked up in volume as he spoke, and he took a threatening step forward.
"Brom, that's not a dragon. It is someone claiming to be the spider queen wearing a dragon's skin." I slowly watched what she was doing.
It seemed that the crystal was the only thing she had that was hard enough to damage the tower. I couldn't help but wonder what material it was made of.
The mural had been chipped away enough to show several small holes that led to a space behind it.
"You like? Metallics were always so predictable. It's part of your orderly nature. I knew Bahamut would hide it here. Chromatics, on the other hand, are so much harder to predict. But I'll find Tiamat's hiding spot in time."
Since she was feeling chatty and superior, I thought I'd indulge her for a little more information. "What are you looking for?"
"Power. Particularly, my power." She emphasized the word 'my' as she turned back to the mural and slammed the crystal into it once more. Another piece of the wall broke away.
"Bahamut and Tiamat stole it, sealed it away like the little pests they were."
"You talk like you are the spider queen on that mural. I was told you died." I nodded at the mural.
She snorted. "That would ruin so much of the balance that keeps the world turning."
"Bahamut, Tiamat, even the fae queens all die," I pointed out, wanting to hear her answer. I was piecing it all together.
"They didn't die. Well, their bodies did. But their power doesn't die, my baby king. They passed their power down, immortalizing it differently." She then pointed to her own chest. "I am not so generous. This is my power, and I shall retain it until the end of time."
The driders in the surrounding web inched forward, preparing to attack.
"If everything has a balance, then what stands opposite of you?" I asked. "Because I see nothing. Hell, you've been apart from the world for eons, and nothing has changed."
She smiled so wide that her face actually started to split. "Humanity. I'm the wild, the untamed beasts, and the wilderness. I am everything humans have been slowly squashing out of this world. Through me, I will bring the paranormals back to a new splendor."
The spider queen touched her face, feeling the tears and frowning. "It seems that this isn't going to be useful much longer." 
She placed her finger at the top of her head, and she dragged it down. As it passed, her skin split like it was just a latex costume being undone.
Underneath was a woman with hair as black as the night and alabaster skin that looked like it had never seen the sun. She had the ears of a fae, pointed and swooping backwards. A stiff, black, ribbed corset and skirt were all she wore as she stepped out of the skin and picked up the crystal again.
"Now, I think I need a little more time. Please welcome an old friend." She turned away from us as a roar filled the basement of the tower and a thudding stomp echoed along the stone.
A two-headed creature made of moss stepped forward. The thing was huge, maybe twenty feet tall.
"Grendel, kill them," the spider queen said with a wave of her hand.
It surged forward with thudding steps before a gigantic bolt of lightning rode over my shoulder, catching it in the chest.
Grendel stumbled for just a moment before shaking off the electricity. The beast’s two heads both smiled wide with laughter and attacked once more.
I rushed forward, packing on mass and shifting larger to match the giant moss creature. My fist cocked back, and I drew on all of my strength to slam it home into the chest of the moss monster.
As I connected, I found myself surprised. It felt like I'd just punched a beanbag. The beast's body gave way to my fist, softening the blow.
I growled, not appreciating the amount of time the spider queen had put in to prepare for this fight against the dragons. Something that could absorb brute strength like this was a pain.
A flexible arm whipped around me and snagged my torso before it flung me high into the air.
Tim was shifting and rushing the spider queen as Brom and the blues came to my aid. I landed hard on my back, driving the breath from my lungs.
I wheezed a breath; the air knocked out of me.
"My king." Brom bowed as lightning raced through the air behind him.
Pulling a more successful breath, I spoke, "Hurts, but I'm fine. Someone stop Tim." I turned to see his breath wash over the spider queen uselessly.
She shielded herself with the same purple magic and continued to chip at the mural.
"Can you handle the moss monster?" Brom asked, concern in his voice.
"I got it. I just wasn't expecting the flexible arms. Help Tim." Rolling to my hands and knees, I stared at the monster and drew on the strength inside of me again.
With it came a wild, chaotic rage. I opened my arms wide, accepting the cost of the strength as I let it fill me. My scales shifted. I was no longer gold, but red.
As the shift in my colors occurred, I felt my power peak, and then fall back down as I became completely red. I felt far more dangerous as red than I had as gold.
Taking a deep breath, I let loose another jet of dragon breath at the moss monster.




Chapter 18


Fire filled the space between Grendel the moss monster and me as I stood there as a giant dragon knight. The others were facing off against the spider queen while Herm leaned against the wall, his mate helping protect him. He wasn't looking so good.
I felt wild. I could feel myself on the verge of some sort of craze. Suddenly, having the power of a red dragon was uncomfortable. It made me feel a little unstable, like balancing on one of those exercise balls, only in draconic proportions.
My fire ended, and the moss monster uncovered its face. Instead of burning, it had just sizzled and smoked. My fire had barely singed its wet, mossy form.
I cursed as its green limb sharpened and shot forward towards me. I caught the spike of moss and used it to spin my body to the side and out of the way. My claws dug in, and I tore a huge chunk out of the beast's arm before grabbing another fist full of moss and tearing again.
The earthy taste of moss filled the air as I shook the moss out of my claws.
Grendel screamed with both heads in an eerie harmony before the other arm came at me like a truck roaring down the road. It hit my arm as I successfully blocked most of the hit, but the momentum lifted me off my feet as I slid across the cavern.
Where I'd torn off its arm, a new mass filled in. But it seemed like the beast was now slightly smaller, like it had used mass across its body to repair the limb.
My strategy became obvious. I felt my lips curl into a ruthless smile. Ripping something apart appealed to my dragon right now.
Ducking back in, I treated it like a boxing session with Morgana. I kept my hands up and came in swinging; though this time, I used my claws. My red claws tore through the vibrant moss monster like paper.
It felt good. The satisfaction of ripping through its body rolled through me in a wave. I wouldn't have been able to describe it before, but breaking it down to its fundamental parts was sheer pleasure.
The moss monster shrank as I blocked its attacks and shredded it down, becoming smaller and smaller. As it went, its attacks had less weight behind them, and I stopped needing to focus so much on defending. I tore the monster apart with my bare hands until I was panting.
A part of me was angry. It hadn't lasted as long as I would have liked—a toy that had passed its useful life before I was done playing.
I looked over to check on the progress of the other dragons. The four attacking the spider queen hadn't been successful, but they were making progress. Their attacks were making her shield shudder on the impacts, and she looked like she was sweating with exertion as she worked to pry the wall open.
Her head swiveled and took in my victory over her monster. And she wasn't the only one. 
"My king!" Brom shouted loud enough to get everyone's attention. "You are red!"
"Not now. Focus," I growled, taking a deep breath and shifting my scales back to gold.
Like before, I could feel a point in the middle of the shift where I was thrumming with incredible power. I used it, releasing a breath. The breath rolled out of my mouth so dense that it was almost liquid.
It slammed into her shield and broke against it like waves on a rocky shore. But my breath was hot enough that it turned the wall behind her red hot, causing it to soften.
For the first time, her shield hadn't held up, and she'd taken some damage. The spider queen's black hair was singed at the ends, and her immaculately pale skin was covered in black burn marks.
But she wasn't upset. She was smiling as she stuck her hand past the damaged wall, ignoring the burn of the drips hitting her skin, as she retrieved a softly glowing crystal. "Thank you for the assist, dragon king."
That stiff corset and skirt of hers unfurled off her body. I realized it hadn't been clothing.
Eight spider limbs rose, four of them catching Tim by surprise and tossing him like a rag doll across the room. She laughed as lightning hit her, but she shielded herself with her limbs and launched herself away.
I let loose another wave of fire, catching her mid-air and parting much of the webs, but it seemed that she had no intent to stay and fight.
In her wake, the driders once again swooped in, buying her time.
The beast was furious in my chest, and I stumbled with how hard it fought for control. It wanted to tear her apart. I put that anger into action and sprayed fire all around the chamber, turning driders to ash with every turn of my head.
Lightning arced around me as I panted and let myself shrink back down into the normal dragon knight form I took. The driders didn't last long, not under our combined efforts.
We moved forward, and Brom filled the direction where the spider queen had gone with lightning, but there was no sign of her. "She's gone, my king."
I had the urge to stomp like a petulant child. I hated that she'd gotten away again. It made me want to find something to wreck. Unfortunately, now wasn't the time for a tantrum. I was king, and there were responsibilities on my shoulders.
"Grab Tim and Herm. We need to get them to the surface and check their wounds. Whatever she was able to get, she needs another part to make it work. So we have some time."
I did my best job to keep morale up. "She had the advantage over us this time. Ikta had ample time to prepare and work against our strengths. She won't have that again. We need to regroup and organize. And I want to figure out what was in that room." I snorted fire from my nose.
I needed to get more information from Thuun. He had seemed to know at least something about the spider queen, Ikta. He'd mentioned that she was a creature so powerful that the fae had joined forces with Bahamut and Tiamat to seal her away.
We may be dragons, but we weren't invincible. If I was going to take her on, I wanted to be well organized and ready.
"It is okay." Brom clapped a hand to my shoulder. "We will right this."
"I must be the worst dragon king in history. Has the conclave ever been invaded before?" I asked, adding hope to my tone that this wasn't the only one.
Brom shook his head. "No, it has never been tried like this before. But our king has also never had the blood of Tiamat and Bahamut." He gave me a hard look. "Why did you not share this?"
"I didn't understand it myself. Then the few questions I asked made all of you talk as if the possibility would be the end of the world." I looked down at my hands. One arm was red with a gold swirl and the other was gold with a red swirl.
In the moment of trying to tap both sides of my heritage, I had somehow found a balance.
"Has hiding it helped?" Brom asked with the tone of a teacher that already knew the answers to the questions they were asking.
Shaking my head, I had to admit it did not. "No. And the spider queen said Tiamat hid the other half of her power. My best chance at this is getting ahead of her and finding that piece of her power. We need to keep it from her."
"Where would you put it?" Brom asked.
"I could hide it anywhere in the wide world, drop it to the bottom of the deepest oceans, hide it in the snow of Mount Everest or deliver it to the Fae Queens and ask for their help," I rambled off a few ideas. "What matters is that it isn't in her hands. I need to find Tiamat's study."
Brom squeezed my shoulder and nodded. "We will help where we can, but I do not know of this study."
"Bahamut mentioned it in his books. When Bahamut sensed my aura, I received two additional messages, one meant for his heirs, the other for Tiamat's." The truth was out now, and I could use all of Brom's help.
Chloe's mother and the Throgane were helping Tim and Herm up the stairs; neither of them looked well. Tim had multiple bloody gashes along his body.
I shuddered. From that single swipe, she had done so much damage to him. Meanwhile, Herm was bleeding badly from when the driders had overwhelmed him.
My knuckles popped before I even realized that I was making such tight fists.
"They will heal," Brom said, following my line of sight. "We should get you out of here and convene the conclave to understand the situation."
I grumbled in agreement. We headed back up the winding passage to the main floor. 
"Brom. What the hell has this unleashed on the world?" I asked.
But the old bronze dragon shrugged. "I do not know. Our scholars might be able to advise you some, the fae more, but I suspect the records of our two venerable progenitors may hold the most information if you can find the time to go through it."
Even before we got to the top of the winding passage, shouting reached my ears. I sped up my strides to get to the top and solve whatever fresh problem had reared its head.
"Let us go—we need to help the wounded!" a woman shouted as I got to the top and saw the problem.
The black and the copper dragons were separated from everyone else. Before I had gone down to face the spider queen, I had given those orders.
"Everyone, calm down. Those that infiltrated our conclave used the scent of a black dragon to hide their dark magic," my voice boomed over the crowd, and everyone went silent.
I could see Jadelyn barely held back by Scarlett, wanting to run to me. Turning to her and opening my arms, she became a rocket and raced across the stones to jump into my arms and squeeze me as tightly as a siren could. 
"You did a stupid thing," she whispered.
In my dragon knight form, it felt like a soft cuddle.
"Stand beside me," I told her and slowly lowered her back to the ground.
The beast wanted to turn into a dragon and wrap myself around the most precious treasures I had, my mates. But I focused on my role. The night wasn't over yet.
"Now, separate into two groups. Black over here and copper over here." I gestured with my two hands. There weren't many of them, but they complied.
I turned to the six copper dragons and let my scales shift completely copper before I threw my aura at them.
It reverberated off all six of them as they fell to their knees, shock on their faces under the strength of my aura. But I had achieved what I needed. I knew without a doubt that I had six dragons before me and no imposters.
Feeling better, I turned to the five black dragons, and my scales shifted black to match theirs.
A ripple of gasps and whispers surrounded me, but I ignored it and hit all of them with the strength of my auras.
Unlike the coppers that rang like tuning forks, these all clinked like broken glass. Every note was different and filled with many others. But each of them was clearly a dragon.
I withdrew my aura and let my scales fade back to gold. "They are all clear; go tend to the wounded."
"Do we need to check more of them?" Jade asked at my side.
"No, they would smell like dead corpses. Only the blacks and coppers would hide that scent. The spider queen was still using skinwalking to sneak among us." 
Jade shivered against me at the mention of skinwalkers. 
"I'm sorry." I had thought she was over the attacks. She had brushed it all off like it was just another day, making me think it didn't still trouble her. I figured it wasn't the first time she'd been in danger, being a famous paranormal and heir to her father's shipping industry, but it looked like I was wrong. I made a note to talk to her later about it.
"Alright, everyone. It is not safe to split up and return to your rooms. Please make yourselves comfortable here on the first floor. Larisa," I shouted the white dragon's name at the end.
"Here, king!" she shouted, jumping up behind a taller group before pushing her way through.
"Larisa, organize a watch at all the entrances and the two stairs." I stared into her eyes, making sure she understood the importance.
She nodded gravely, with her brow set in firm determination. "Understood, my king." She whipped around and started shouting at several people.
"Yev." I caught her in the group. "I need your help thinking like a chromatic. Where would Tiamat put something that her heir would find?"
She blinked at me, surprised by the question. "I don't know."
"Please, just take a moment and think. This is vital; come up with some ideas and we'll test them out later." I kissed the back of her hand and turned around, facing the many scared and angry paranormals.
"Leaders of your flights, please join me for a discussion." I turned on my heel, still bringing Jadelyn with me to the room that we had been using for the conclave.
"Uh. Husband, should I be here?"
I ignored her question and lifted her up, planting her in my lap as I sat in the gold seat. She was a comfort and grounding me as I was dealing with a new set of dragon instincts tugging at me.
"My king." Thuun bowed as he entered, followed by the white, blue, black, and copper leaders.
Brom wordlessly bowed to me and took his seat. Tim wouldn't be making this discussion.
"I feel like I owe all of you an explanation." Holding my arm aloft, I let my scales ripple through the colors of the metallic and then the chromatic. I noticed that some of them came more naturally than others, but I still could cycle through all ten of them.
The only dragons who didn't seem shocked were Thuun and those that had seen me shift red during the fight with the spider queen. Thuun had likely already had his suspicions after Yev and my questions.
"What are you?" the white leader asked, reverence in his tone even before I answered.
"Truthfully, I have no idea. I was adopted, and my adoptive parents have passed. But I have the abilities of Tiamat and Bahamut's heir. Some would suspect that I was the result of a joining of the last Tiamat and Bahamut's heirs."
They looked around the table, many gazes falling on Thuun for answers.
The green held up his hands. "The coming of each heir isn't precise. It isn't unfeasible that they came a hundred years ago and gave birth to our king here. That no dragon has reported or met them baffles me, too."
Jadelyn sat in my lap, her eyes flickering back and forth among the dragons like she wanted to speak.
"What is it?" I asked her.
She looked surprised at being asked to speak, but she took the opportunity. "What if they didn't know? What if they hadn't known they were dragons, like you?"
I frowned. "You think they thought they were human?"
"Exactly," she said, happy that I had taken her suggestion to heart.
Brom shook his head. "The idea of a lost lineage of dragons out there has been the dream of many dragons. We have always hoped that a gold or red dragon lay dormant, cut off from us. But we've used magic to find them, and we have had no luck."
Jadelyn nodded, accepting the information. She nuzzled into me, waiting to hear what others suggested.
"I stopped dwelling on who my biological parents were long ago. Though this brings it back up, I'll tell you all the same things I told myself long ago. It doesn't matter who they were—I am who I am. And I am Tiamat and Bahamut's heir. While I'd love to understand more of its history, nothing changes who I am. We will move forward with this information."
I realized a slight edge had entered my voice. While I tried to appear non-caring, it was hard to not know anything about my life before I was adopted.
"True. We should move forward. You have clearly inherited both of their powers, and your combination of it was potent in the fight with Ikta, the spider queen," Brom laid it out for the rest of them. "What would you have us do?"
"Just like that?" Amara gestured at me. "He's a... a fucking miracle. All ten colors, even greater than the two gods that birthed our species. What that could mean for us—"
"Is completely unknown,” Brom growled. “Take it up with him later. Our king is trying to save our people.”
Amara sat back, shaking her head and staring at me in awe. I had let them work it out among themselves. Truthfully, I needed time to understand myself better.
“Thank you, Brom. Before we get into what we should do, I want a report of what happened above ground." I looked to Thuun, who had looked like he was leading when I'd resurfaced.
"Over a dozen injured dragons. Thankfully, none of them are dead, but we are cut off from food. The healers will do what they can." He shook his head sadly. "About two dozen of the non-dragons are dead, and the list of injured is too long."
I clicked my tongue, angry about hearing the losses we had suffered. "And the tower? Is it clear? What of the rest of the island?"
"The tower is clear, but there are webs in the jungle now," Thuun replied.
Moroz, the white dragon, slammed his hand on the table. "Unacceptable. We are dragons and we are being pushed around when we are at our strongest." It seemed he implied that this was my fault.
His accusations bit deep and I was angry enough at myself.
"Our opponent is strong. She is the spider queen, the once ruler of the wild fae. She has likely been preparing this for some time. Hell, she had an entire fucking army at the ready," I growled. "She had the advantage of surprise, but not anymore."
Moroz lowered his head. "My apologies, my king."
"I'm furious too, but it is unbecoming to show it. We have work to be done. She is seeking a second piece of her power here, hidden by Tiamat. I need to find Tiamat's secret study on the island. Maybe there will be answers for me there."
"And the rest of us?" Brom asked.
"Be ready to fight. She got what she wanted out of the tower, so I suspect it will be safe for the time being, but there's too much we don't know."
The copper dragon cleared his throat. "What if we lowered the shield? Would she flee?"
"Coward," Moroz scoffed.
"Calm down. We will not be lowering the shield." I made the decision for all of us. "Besides, she likely could leave via a portal if she wanted."
The copper stared into my eyes. "You could be killing all the dragons in the world if we lose here."
I snorted. No pressure.




Chapter 19


Exiting the conclave, I grabbed my remaining two mates and the Highaen sisters, pulling them to the side. Everything had spiraled out of control after my date with Yev, and it was the middle of the night. My jaw ached as I let out a much-needed yawn.
"Are we going to sleep here?" Scarlett asked, looking around. 
Everybody was settling in as a group to go to sleep. A few had dozed off, leaning against walls and pillars.
I thought about it for a moment and shook my head. "No, we are going to Bahamut's study. It's the only place I think I can sleep peacefully tonight."
Scarlett nodded slowly, her own eyelids looking droopy, while the two Highaen sisters looked confused.
"Come on. It's at the top of the tower." I lifted my hand, summoning a fireball for light. I had to focus a bit more than I would have liked to not throw it. My magic was still a little rusty.
Thankfully, the trip up the tower was uneventful, besides burning a few stray webs.
"They really did a number on this place," Yev said, burning a web with green fire as we walked.
"Inside before we talk more." I pushed my aura against the wall and the enchanted wall opened up to the hidden study behind it.
Tyrande walked through with wide eyes, looking at the edge where the wall had been. "Are we behind the wall?"
"It's too big," Morgana replied, taking the space in critically. "We are likely in a spatial pocket. I can do it; angels could do it. Though many consider my powers unique, Bahamut may have been able as well. Ancient dragons are well known for their broad powers of enchantment."
The study was how I had left it. I couldn't help but look it over, making sure nobody had disturbed it. Ikta was a constant worry for me. But it was still immaculately organized, not a single book out of place. I felt safer here behind the enchantment than anywhere else.
A part of me worried that I should have remained with my people, but I needed a moment to myself with my mates. And I hoped to find more information in the surrounding books.
"So, first off, is everyone okay?" I looked around the room and felt for my marks on my mates while scenting them. None of them smelled like a skinwalker.
"Fine. Morgana fought, but she's recovered," Scarlett reported.
"Hungry," Morgana grumbled.
I pulled my vampire to my side and pushed her head into the crook of my neck.
"You are hurt. I shouldn't be taking your blood right now." 
I knew her words were heartfelt, but based on the way she was eyeing my neck, she was hungry to bite me.
Rather than speak, I pushed her to my neck until I felt her fangs pierce through my skin, followed by a sensation of euphoria as her venom spread through my back.
It was over faster than I realized, and she was licking at the two puncture wounds until they healed over.
"Did you get enough?" I pulled her back and held her shoulders as I stared into her ruby red eyes.
"For now." She curled up against my chest like a kitten, suddenly docile. Morgana was always like this when she didn't feed during sex. Something about me willingly sharing my blood made her extraordinarily cuddly.
Cradling her, I sat down on the ground and leaned up against one bookshelf. "Tyrande, Yev, how are you?"
"Fine. Scratched up, but fine." Yev looked over to Tyrande, letting her share her status.
"Not a scratch on me; my overprotective little sister kept me away from the fighting." Tyrande rolled her eyes, but didn't seem too put out by it. "It's not like I'm some docile paranormal. I have magic, after all."
Jadelyn nodded encouragingly, knowing how Tyrande felt. I made sure not to show it, but it was cute. They both were powerful in their own rights, but compared to the dragons, Morgana, and Scarlett, they weren't the same caliber of warrior.
The fighting had been chaotic. I was glad that Yev had kept her sister safe. She easily could have died; I knew we'd lost several paranormals that day.
My face darkened as I thought about the deaths we had experienced. "I think I'm the worst dragon king in existence. We nearly lost a quarter of our species today. My second day as king."
The weight of my title suddenly fell on my shoulders, crushing me and making it hard to breathe.
Fighting had been one thing. My adrenaline had been pumping. There had been goals and objectives right before my eyes, a trail to keep me focused on.
But now... now I was relaxing, and it felt like I was being betrayed by my mind as it swam in circles, always falling back to the deaths. It was my fault. I was responsible for not leading them through the battle better.
"Zach. It isn't your fault." Yev put a hand on my knee. "This was going to happen regardless."
"No. My birth was a break in one of these famed great patterns. I triggered this." I struggled to breathe. "Damn it. This isn't very kingly."
Tears stung at the back of my eyes. I wanted to cry for those we lost.
Jadelyn shushed me and came over, wrapping my head in her arms and cradling it against her chest. "It's okay, husband. You didn't cause this."
"She's right. If you want to blame someone for breaking the pattern or whatever, it was your parents. You didn't have a say in being born." Scarlett pressed herself up against me, followed by Yev and Tyrande.
I took several shuddering deep breaths before I pulled myself together and just enjoyed the warmth of the women around me. "Today was a shit show."
"What are we going to do about it, though?" Jadelyn pushed my mind out of the past, she knew how to keep me focused and pushing forward would help me. "I know my husband. You are going to come up with a plan and solve this," she encouraged me.
"Plan..." I trailed off. "It's reliant on being able to find some clues from Bahamut or Tiamat." My gaze shifted in the pile to meet Yev's. "Any thoughts?"
"A few. She's Bahamut's opposite, right?" She stepped back and the love pile untangled itself, everyone sitting back down except Morgana, who was content in my lap, nuzzling my chest.
The world wouldn't believe me if I told it that Morgana Silverwing was a cuddler.
"Yeah, opposite, but drawn to each other," I said. "Bahamut confirmed that it was on the island."
"He said island and not tower?" Yev asked. "That's significant."
I nodded. "Island, not tower.”
“Well, that rules out something as simple as his being at the top and hers being at the bottom. The jungle doesn’t have any distinct places in it... but she might have just made it random,” Yev thought aloud while she tapped her lips.
“No, it was a particular place. Besides, I don’t think that even with spatial magic that it would be easy to make an enchantment amid the jungle with all the growth.” I looked down at Morgana to confirm.
She peeked open one eye. “Correct. The constant growth would likely disturb an enchantment.”
Yev snapped her fingers and her eyes lit up. “The dueling beach. That stone cliff would make a great spot.”
I liked her idea. “Combat is chaotic, and dueling to settle debts sounds very chromatic to me. We’ll check it in the morning. I want us to all get some sleep; we can scout during the daylight.”
Another thought hit me, and I gave Tyrande a grimace. “Sorry, Tyrande. We might have to postpone our date.”
There were sleepy nods all around. Tyrande barely even acknowledged my comment before curling up against her sister.
The adrenaline and second wind from suddenly being attacked at night was fading, replaced it with the heavy desire for sleep. And I wanted to sleep, but there was one other discussion I needed to have.
Getting my body to move, I extracted the sleepy Morgana, lumbered over to Jadelyn, and pulled her to the side of the small study, speaking in whispers. “Are you okay? The skinwalker. I know that has to be hard on you.”
She shook her head, her face set in determination to stay strong. “I’m fine. Bad memories, but nothing I can’t handle.”
My fingers traced her neck and pulled at her jaw, lifting her lips to mine. I kissed her softly for a moment before letting my fingers trail back down. “You don’t have to always be okay. If the king of dragons is allowed a moment of weakness, then I think his wife can have one too.”
Jadelyn swallowed loudly in the otherwise quiet study and looked around.
The Highaen sisters were out cold, leaning against each other. Scarlett had taken up leaning against the doorway, eyes closed. Morgana was resting where I had removed her from my lap.
My lovely siren blew out a heavy breath as quietly as she could. “I have nightmares sometimes. That someone is walking around in my skin.”
I pulled her close. “You never told me.”
“It is just a nightmare. They aren’t real, and when I’m awake, I know that you’d never let that happen to me,” she whispered as quietly as a mouse.
My heart ached for her, and I ran my hand along her head, trying to swallow her in comfort as I pressed her to me. “That’s right, I’ll never let that happen to you. No one touches my mates.”
She nodded into my chest, and I felt her tears dampen my shirt. Jadelyn didn’t speak for a moment, and we just sat there, holding each other while listening to Morgana’s soft snores.
Jadelyn eventually lifted her head. Her eyes were puffy and red, but she wiped at them as she sniffed. “Hopefully, I’m not too ugly.”
“You are a cute crier.”
“No one is a cute crier,” Jadelyn rebuked me. “But thanks for lying. I’m going to sleep here,” she declared and snuggled back into my arms.
I’d been considering starting into Bahamut’s books, but as Jadelyn curled into my arms, I pushed it off. My mates always came first, and I was going to stay and comfort my mate while she needed it.
The warmth of Jadelyn seeped through me, and I felt my own eyelids droop, suddenly far heavier than they had been just moments before. I drifted off to sleep with my warm Jadelyn blanket. It didn’t take long before I sank into sleep.
My eyes opened, and I saw that little motes of mana were visible to me as they drifted like pollen on the breeze through the study.
“Oh look, he’s here,” a deep male voice chuckled.
“Huh?” I turned to see a couple sitting together in the study on a swing that had most certainly not been there before.
“Hi, honey.” The woman with the most vibrant red hair I’d ever seen before wiggled her fingers at me. “This really is a surprise. I didn’t even have an idea of having you last time I imprinted myself here.”
“Imprint? What’s happening? Where are we?” I was suddenly feeling my chest tighten up.
But for some odd reason, I wasn’t scared or defensive of the strangers. There was something familiar about them that drew me to them.
“Your body is exactly where you left it. However, there is a mechanism in my study and Tia’s that helps capture a snapshot of our minds and then dumps them together.” He clasped her hand and held it tightly. “We cannot be together in the world, but our incarnations have always cheated and been together here,” the man explained. “Though, we can see a little of the world directly outside. I spent a substantial amount of energy to pull your mind into here for a chat.”
“Tia? Tiamat?” I couldn’t help but ask, staring at the woman. Everything else he said went by the wayside as a sudden realization sank in.
She had a more angler face than most women, but it gave her an almost wicked beauty when paired with her fire red hair. It was thick and wild in a way that looked like it would break combs rather than be tamed. The man, on the other hand, had a neatly trimmed beard and held himself like a king.
“Yes, that makes me Bahamut, or as she called me most recently, Bart.”
I nearly choked. He went by Bart?
This was too much. I must be dreaming. “This is funny, brain, but let’s go back to my regularly scheduled darkness while I sleep.”
“You aren’t dreaming, son,” Tia said, getting up off the bench and observing me while she walked around me. “At least, that’s what I think you are.”
“You don’t know?” I asked, confused. “Being a mother is the sort of event most people remember.” My sarcasm came out sharply as a defense mechanism.
Bart chuckled. “He has your tongue for sure.”
“We are but a snapshot of the last time we visited this island,” Tia explained. “Our souls have been reincarnated many times over. Each time, our memories are foggy, but clear as we age. Last we were here, you weren’t even an iota in our minds. So I’m not sure, but you have our powers, so I would think it is likely.”
“Sorry, son.” Bart splayed his hands. “I know that isn’t what you want to hear. But I am glad you are here, taking up the mantle for the dragons.”
My throat was tight, and tears were welling up in my eyes.
“Oh, no. I’m sorry.” Tia swooped over to me and grabbed me. “We both thought our time was nearing after this last conclave. We wouldn’t have had a child, though.”
Fuck, they didn’t even want to have a kid. They didn’t want to have me.
Bart hummed to himself as he stroked his beard. “It could have been our next incarnations, when they didn’t yet know the consequences.”
Tia’s eyes went wide. “Yes, there’s no way that we would have done it had we known. Son, has there been a significant change in the world? Has everything shifted and started going downhill?”
I did my best to clear my mind of the thoughts and emotions swelling inside of me. I needed to focus. My people needed me to get answers, not get lost in memories.
“The spider queen, Ikta, attacked the conclave. If you have information to help me with that, I need it,” I replied, trying to force my emotions back down and use this time wisely.
Tia clicked her tongue. “Yes, then you are most definitely the son of us or our next incarnation. To deny the world its wildness, we had to deny ourselves our attraction. Besides, if we both reincarnated into the same body, you would be a complete mess.”
“She already smashed the mural in the basement of the tower and stole part of her power back,” I explained quickly. “Where is the second half?”
Bart turned to Tia. “Do you remember where you put it?”
Tia scratched her head and tousled her mane of red hair. “I’m not sure.” She stuck her tongue out at Bart.
Bart sighed. “How many times have I told you to organize your study? The place is a complete mess. The—"
“I will not take a ruler to the shelves and make sure each book is exactly one point six one eight inches from the edge,” Tia snapped back.
“The golden ratio is the beauty of organization, dear,” Bart said with a smug smile on his face, and Tia looked like she was a volcano about to erupt.
It seemed like this was about to be a familiar argument, and I didn’t have time for that. “Enough, you two. What about your study? Is it on the fighting beach?”
Tia beamed at me. “Figure that out on your own?”
“No, one of my women put it together. She’s a green.” I couldn’t quite call her my mate, at least not yet.
“They are here in the study?!” Tia asked excitedly.
“Yes—"
She ran me over and went to the wall, where she swiped at the mirror. As she did, it clarified into a window looking out into the study where we were sleeping.
I could see that the angle was high up, like it was on the shelf. Through the port, I could see myself and the five of them sleeping peacefully.
“Which one is she?” Tia asked excitedly. “The one in your arms?”
“No, that’s Jadelyn. She’s a siren. Yevannara is the one on the left of these two.” I gestured to the Highaen sisters.
“She’s beautiful. Good for you. You need some chromatics to balance you out or your metallic half,” Tia said, chattering excitedly. “You are going to have such cute babies with her. Oh, my! I’m going to be a grandmother.”
Bart groaned. “He’s already in balance, dear. If he takes mates, he should balance himself out better. Take another gold. Gold women are always great. And you are already a grandmother, many times over, dear.”
Tia cleared her throat and shot him a sharp glare. “Not as great as the leader of the chromatics, though, right?”
There was clearly a correct answer to the question, yet Bart ignored it. “Wouldn’t know. We never got that chance.”
I tried to hold back my laugh. They bickered much like a married couple.
“Well, we know for a fact that you ended up getting the chance. My existence proves that. But I need to know more information. Tia, what do you know about the spider queen?”
“Call me mom,” Tia replied, a wistful look on her face.
“No. You’ve admitted that I was a mistake. You don’t get that role.” 
As her face fell, I realized how strongly it had come out. My emotions were getting the best of me. I’d kept them buried for so long; it was hard to keep them balanced.
Tia’s lip quivered, and her eyes became wet with tears. “NO!” She threw herself at me. “You are the child I always wanted, but could never have. Call me mom or you will get no more answers out of me!”
She really was all over the place and sort of dragged me along for the ride. Keeping her on task was nearly impossible.
I would have thought Tiamat was some rage filled monster by her reputation, but she was just a woman that didn’t hold back her emotions at all, letting them lead her. Bart, on the other hand, was all logic.
It was chaos and order, though certainly not evil and good.
Tia smothered me in a hug that just didn’t let up as she kept twisting me about like she was keeping me from running away. More than anything, my brain was short circuiting and working to reboot as a replica of my mother, or whatever she was to me, hugged me.
I never really expected to meet my parents or the last upload of their memories of their possible last reincarnation. Yeah, that was a mouthful. But I knew they were likely the closest to my biological parents as I was going to meet.
“Tia, stop it.” I finally gathered myself and pried her arms off me.
But she clung to me tightly. “No. Call me mom. Just once?”
I sighed. “Mom, can we get back to the topic of how to stop the spider queen?”
“He called me mom!” She let go and danced around before stopping and planting her hands on her hips and glaring at Bart. “Why are you not happy?”
“He’s here and doesn’t know his parents. That means the world is heading for a disaster, and he has no support. If we could be, we would be with him, no matter our incarnation.” There was a somber tone to Bart’s voice, one that was filled with regret.
“Don’t ruin this, Bart. We are here now, at least in some capacity,” Tia scolded before turning to me. “As to Ikta, there’s very little you can do. She’s going to destroy humanity and likely the whole world if she gets her hands on the second half of her power.”




Chapter 20


“That’s not good enough,” I growled. “I can’t let that happen. So, where is the second half of her power?”
I grumbled as Tia tapped her chin, pondering her latest thoughts on where the power might be.
“Tia, we’re going in circles here. Do you know where the spider queen’s power was hidden?” I pushed her.
She paused, her brows scrunching down hard in thought before she gave me a lopsided grin. “Maybe I left it in my study.”
Bart covered his face. “It’s lost to the world then. Maybe for the best.”
“I thought her study was at the fighting beach.”
“You’ll see when you get there. Not that the place isn’t a trove of treasure, but finding anything will be difficult. It might be better for you to just leave it there,” Bart explained.
“Or he could try to take her power,” Tia said, still grinning every time she looked at me. “We couldn’t, but you are our combined power. Maybe you could.”
“How would I take her power?” I asked, eager for something to level the playing field.
“You just eat it like—"
Bart interrupted her. “There’s a very likely chance that you’d die in the process. We stole part of her magic and sealed it in a crystal. As condensed as it is, it would be like swallowing a bomb.”
Tia pouted. “Or he could double in size.”
“Double before he bursts. This isn’t a paltry amount of mana he’d be absorbing; it could be too much in one go.” Bart paused. “But in the end, it is up to you. If you survive, you will grow much stronger. If you fail, well, there is a good chance that portion of her power is gone forever.”
I groaned, not really loving the idea of self-sacrifice. But I had to acknowledge that the spider queen was already formidable. And now she was going to absorb half her power. I had a feeling that while Tia and Bart had been able to take her power, there had been many casualties to get there. Stopping her from restoring to her full strength was a priority.
Maybe I could ask them how they had taken her power in the first place, but I knew my skills with magic just weren’t there yet.
Another thought occurred to me. “The group she has been working with was trying to sow discord among paranormal groups and human magi. A member of her group said that they wanted to kill paranormals so that the quantities of mana in the world would go up to stop the decline.”
The two of them looked at each other, communicating silently for a moment.
“Not impossible. That is one of her goals, but you can’t trust a thing she says. She’s fae, so she won’t lie, but she will twist things until they are completely unfamiliar. Has she said anything else?” Bart rubbed at his beard. 
I was thankful that he was willing to help me work through her plans and that he was there to keep Tia in check. I liked to think I was more like Bart than Tia at the moment.
“Humans are her opposite, the thing on the other side of her balance.”
“You must be misremembering exactly what she said,” Tia dismissed with a wave of her hand. “I think you should eat the second half of her power, if you can find it. If you can prevent her from reclaiming it, there is a chance that she could be resealed. But not in your current state.”
I raised my hand to stop her. “That sort of magic is well beyond where I am. I can only throw fireballs.”
Both of them looked at me incredulously.
Bart spoke first, “You can only throw fireballs?” He blinked.
“Well, you see, I only learned I was a dragon about eight months ago,” I explained.
Tia swooped in, back on full mother mode. “That’s tragic. We need to teach you everything.”
“I’m short on time. Otherwise, I’d love that.”
“He can take us with him, can’t he, dear?” Tia looked up at Bart with eyes that would break any man’s heart.
Bart swallowed. “Yeah, I think he can. But if something happe—"
“Great, take us with you. We’ll teach you everything we can, and you can get to know us, your parents.” She firmly asserted herself in that role, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her no.
But I was sure that I did not want my deceased parents’ imprints floating around in my head.
“No way. Sorry. I don’t need more complications in my life. There is no way I am bringing you around in my head.” I shook my head.
Bart started to interject, but Tia cut him off with a giggle. “Don’t be silly. I meant to take the crystal around with you. We can be there to help guide you that way. Though we won’t be able to pull you inside here often, maybe twice a month?”
I paused, considering it. Bart seemed less enthused, but he simply nodded. I had to admit that the idea of getting to know my parents better was exciting to me.
“Fine,” I agreed.
“Now, tell us about your life. Start at the beginning.” Tia dragged me over to the bench and sat me on her lap, which was comical because I was far larger than her.
I woke up, my brain still remembering pieces of the weirdest dream.
Jadelyn crawled off of me; it must have been what woke me up. “Sorry, I wasn’t sure I could hold still much longer.”
“That’s fine.” I held my head and groaned. It felt like I had just got done fighting swamp trolls again and they had cleaned my clock.
“Everything okay?” she whispered.
“Maybe?” I pushed myself against the bookshelf and to my feet while still cradling my head in my hand.
The dream from last night had been so vivid. I cast about on the shelf until I found the right position. There on the shelf was a large crystal wrapped in a gold setting that angled the largest face towards the room.
And in that face was Tia, bouncing and waving both of her arms at me.
“Jadelyn, can you see this?”
“Headache that bad?” she said, leaning around me before gasping. “There’s a woman in there. Do we need to free her?”
I shook my head and then regretted it as the throbbing redoubled. “No, you don’t need to free her. That is apparently the closest thing to a mother that I have.”
“Zach!” Jadelyn grabbed me. “That’s huge. I’m so happy for you.” But she failed to keep her voice down.
“Yes, his cock is huge,” Morgana said, rolling to her feet. “No need to wake the neighborhood, Jadelyn.”
Jadelyn blushed, glancing back at the crystal as everyone else stirred. “That’s not what I was talking about.”
“Morgana, if I put something in here in my bracer, would it risk damaging the enchantments?” I asked.
She looked at me like I was an idiot. “This room is a spatial enchantment. Putting it in another one won’t hurt it.”
“Great.” I grabbed the crystal and looked at my mother, bouncing happily. “I’m going to put this in something to take you with me.”
She bobbed her head, her mouth chattering away, but I wasn’t great at lip reading. She wasn’t making any noise, though I suspected she knew that, yet it wouldn’t stop her.
Putting it in my bracer, I faced the room as the girls were all waking up. “Alright, good news. I think I know where the second half of Ikta’s power is. And the reason I know that is the other piece of good news. I saw one of the more recent versions of Bahamut and Tiamat.”
“Wait, what?” Yev blurted out, suddenly looking far more awake.
“Bahamut and Tiamat have been magically storing their memories here. They hijacked my dream for a talk.” I held my head, wondering if I wanted to experience that again. It left quite the headache.
Yev stood there blinking with a blank face. “You met them?”
“Yep. Apparently, the second half of the spider queen’s power is in Tiamat’s study. I’m told it may be chaotic there, likely it is lost among her stuff,” I replied.
“What about the rest of this?” Tyrande gestured to the book-lined shelves. 
I knew they were likely filled with valuable information, and the items on the shelf could hold unknown power. But at the moment, I needed speed. And with Bart and Tia with me, that was my best option. Sorting through the books would take more time than I had available, although... with Bart and Tia, I probably didn’t need them.
“We’ll leave them for now. Our top goal is to do whatever is needed to stop the spider queen. I won’t let her destroy everything.” Conviction rang out in my voice. While being the combination of the two may have brought about a change in the great patterns, I was not going to let it lead to destruction. I touched the bracer on my arm where I had the crystal stored.
It was most definitely going in my hoard. I'd find a delightful spot for it.
“That sounds lovely, husband.” Jadelyn laid a hand on my arm. “Shall we go?”
“Yes. You are all okay?” I looked around the room. Besides a few still droopy eyes, everyone seemed good enough to get going.
“I hope there’s food,” Yev mumbled.
After she said it, I became more aware of the rest of my body. My stomach gurgled and growled. “Yes, food would be nice. I don’t suppose you have any snack bars stored away, Morgana?”
“I have blood.” She rolled her eyes. “Why would I have snack bars?”
“Because your favorite dragon gets hungry,” I grouched. “Fine, let’s head down.” 
I waved for the girls to follow me as I opened the portal from the study and led the way out, pausing just outside to confirm it was safe for them.
Scarlett came out with a gun drawn, sighting down both ways before ushering Jadelyn out. When I caught her eye, she just shrugged. “Can’t be too careful.”
I grunted, happy my mates were keeping each other safe.
From the top of the tower, I could see out across the island. The green of the jungle looked like someone had dusted it with white paint. Webs made themselves known, stretching across the treetops.
The island was egg-shaped. The tower stood at twelve o’clock, and the dueling beach was roughly at the four o’clock position on the island. From here, I could see the barge parked on the opposite side. I knew we were low on food, and moving it to the tower had suddenly become more complex.
Morgana stepped up beside me. “What are you thinking?”
“We might have to fight our way to the dueling beach, and I’m not loving doing that or giving up its position. How many driders did she bring?” I squinted down at the jungle, hoping for it to open up and answer my question.
But it didn’t.
“We should assume a near inexhaustible amount.” Morgana gazed out over the jungle. “This might be done easier in smaller numbers.”
“Agreed. Let’s go see how the situation at the bottom looks.”
The tower was at least secure; guards leaned against the openings. Although if she suspected that the crystal wasn’t in the tower, it would have less appeal to her.
People milled about, smoke rising from a few fires as guests managed to reclaim some of the meat from the parties. I noticed that the prepackaged food appeared to have been devastated by hungry bellies already.
There wasn’t enough food to last even the day.
Brom noticed me enter and strode across the large hall. Even though he wasn’t king anymore, he commanded respect, and people parted for him.
“My king.” He did a quick bow with his hand on his shoulder. “We scouted around the tower. They have retreated into the jungle, but even now, they are creating giant caltrops and lining the jungle floor to prevent a dragon from advancing on the ground.”
I frowned. “Why would we advance on the ground if we have the air available to us? We have complete air superiority.”
“Unless they ground us. It would be dangerous for us if they pulled us out of the sky one at a time,” Brom sighed. “Advancing through the jungle would be the safest way for us. Not much can stand up to a battery of dragon firepower, not in these numbers.”
I nodded, understanding what he was saying. If we marched as a group, our breath weapons would lay waste to anything in front of us. Yet without the fire of the red and golds, we were left with just the green and brass to deal with all the caltrops. It would be slow going and they knew that.
“Then I have mixed news for you. I searched Bahamut’s study and came away with the location of what we need. Tia’s study is by the dueling beach.” Glancing around at the gathering, I winced. “It’s, unfortunately, the opposite direction of the barge and all our food. We need that as well.”
But to my surprise, Brom waved away that concern. “We don’t even know the food is still there. She may have taken it. Solving the problem on our island takes priority. We will move together as soon as we can.”
“Actually. I have a different idea.”
We could mow through the jungle as a force, but that would give away our direction and the location of her study. I didn’t know how long it would take me to find the crystal. 
If it was anything like Bart’s study, it wouldn’t be able to hold many dragons. I didn’t like the idea of the rest of the dragons having to sit outside of it for that unknown length of time, taking on a never-ending flow of driders.
“We need to buy ourselves more time,” I reasoned. “You lead a force to push towards the barge and reclaim our food. I want to throw her off the trail. It will make her think we have a different goal, and ideally, we reclaim the food. Once you take it, hold it. I want the barge as an option to get all the non-dragons off the island.”
He raised an eyebrow. “And you will be on your own?”
“I will have my mates. What we are doing will take time, maybe even days. If the rest of you come with us, you’d be besieged and without food. You could only hold for so long.”
Brom nodded slowly, but I could see the unease on his face. “You will take some of my daughters. They have been trained to fight for many years. I won’t let the king of our people go without at least some protection. I would feel better to know my blood is with you, supporting you.”
I knew instantly that he wasn’t going to budge. But he was trying to help me, so I accepted it. “Okay, but keep the number low. This is a stealth mission.” 
He nodded, and I turned. “I’m going to check in on Herm and Tim before we get set to go.”
Brom nodded. “It will take time to get things organized. Best of luck to you, my king.” The way he said it sounded like he was saying goodbye.
So much depended on the spider queen and her motivations. Only time would tell if she would shift her focus to finding me when she realized I wasn’t with the rest of the dragons. But part of me hoped she did.
I was a king now, and my people were my responsibility. I would do what I could to get them to safety, with supplies to survive. With that in mind, I headed towards where I’d seen the wounded earlier, walking through a crowd of people who parted or offered what they had as they bowed.
I indulged in some of the food they offered, needing to at least somewhat quiet my raging stomach.
A copper dragon noticed me as I approached and bowed, her hand shifting on her shoulder. “My king, are you in need of a healer’s attention?” 
There was a hint of hope in her voice. I paused, realizing that I could possibly use her help. It was only after she rose from her bow that I recognized Trina.
“My head is killing me, if you can help with that?”
“Sit down, let me look,” she said eagerly, pulling a trunk over for me to sit on.
“Sorry for the suspicion of your people.” I felt bad for rounding up the black and copper dragons.
She parted my hair, inspecting for injuries. “No need. You had your reasons. There’s no injury that I can see.”
“No, it was a communication spell that caused it,” I said.
Trina nodded and pushed her hands against my head. “Might be some strained blood vessels. Mind magic is tricky.”
A soothing pulse went through my head, and the ache subsided. “That worked very well.”
“Good. It is a simple spell to reset some of the pressure. Is there anything else?” Trina asked, hopefully bowing again. This time, I could see clearly down her dress, and I knew she was doing it on purpose.
“Actually, if you are not too busy, you should come with me. It might be dangerous, though.”
She unceremoniously shot up out of her bow. “Really? I’m a dragon. We all handle danger pretty well, even if I focus on healing.”
Right, why would a dragon be afraid of danger?
“Yes, a healer would be helpful for what we plan to do next. But for now, I am looking for Herm and Tim,” I said.
“Of course, right this way. What is it that I can do for you?” She pointed in a general direction of the ward.
Having a healer would be helpful, but I was aware that she was a female dragon, and that might have implications. 
“Have you met my first mate Scarlett?” Of course she had. She was one of the eligible dragons, but the question was already out of my mouth.
“The plucky Kitsune and the gatekeeper to our kind’s own king? Yeah, we’ve met.” She said it as flatly as she could manage, but it was clear that she wasn’t exactly happy with Scar.
“Find her and tell her that you are coming with us. My orders,” I added the last bit.
“Happily!” She jumped and hurried through the crowd.
A heavy sigh ripped itself from my chest. Scarlett would not be happy with me, but I knew she’d understand.
I pushed through in the direction she’d pointed, finding the two brothers leaning against a wall with bloody clothes wrapped around them as bandages.
“You two look like shit,” I teased as I sat down with them.
Tim picked at the cloth. “The blood is dried, and our wounds are closed. But I am a little peckish. I could use a cow."
"Or three," Herm grumbled, looking a little more pale than his brother. "I'd like to eat a little more to regain my strength, but they said food is low and we were limited." Herm picked up an empty bag of potato chips and grumbled. "This is not food fit for a wounded dragon."
Tim put a hand on his brother's shoulder. "Calm, brother. We survived a fight with the queen of the wild fae, and we helped our king. That is something to be celebrated." Tim turned to me. “Is there anything we can do for you?” 
He tried to push off the wall, standing with a groan as he helped his brother up.
"You two will be going with Brom to help secure the barge and the rest of the food. Think you are up for that?"
Herm chuckled. "For food? Yes, I'm motivated to go all out. When do we leave?"
"As soon as Brom can organize it. And I wanted to check on you, make sure you are okay after yesterday."
Tim grunted. "Our wounds healed quickly; we are fine. We just need a bit of food to replace what we lost."
"Good." I put a hand on each of their shoulders. "After yesterday, I consider you both friends. Stay safe. We'll talk again later."
The brothers both gave me big grins and nodded.




Chapter 21


It took the better part of an hour to organize everybody and distribute the information, but I'd learned a lot from watching it happen.
Brom took the lead, along with the other bronze and blue dragons. Almost four dozen dragons stood at the front of the small army, splayed out and divided by their colors. They'd taken a variety of forms, but generally, all were in between a dragon and a human.
I could only guess that the hybrid form was made up by one's own interpretation of their shift. And if the dragon force wasn't enough to intimidate, behind them was an army of varied paranormals.
Brom looked at me, and I gave him a nod.
Focusing back ahead, he began shouting out orders. As a group, they marched out of the tower.
As soon as they exited, he shouted again, and a barrage of spells flew into the jungle. The spells detonated, eliciting screeches from the driders within.
Green and brass dragons stepped up to the front. Green dragons began spewing green fire that melted through the jungle, the caltrops, and anything else that got in its way. They began clearing the path for the others.
Then Brom and his group stepped forward, unleashing great forks of lightning, tearing through the exposed jungle once again.
It was terrifyingly effective. Together, they attacked with lightning, ice, acid, and death, laying waste to the area. It was like watching a video online of an industrial grinder. Nothing was safe.
"Zach, are we ready to go?" Scarlett pulled my attention away from the spectacle.
"Hold on a moment. I want to let them draw a bit more attention before we head out. We can use all the time we can get before they reorganize and try to find us. And when we do go, I want you and Morgana to get a head start." 
There was no way that Brom's advance through the jungle didn't pull more of the driders to them, at least partially clearing the way for us, and my two assassins would do the rest.
Larisa cleared her throat. "I'm not sure why I don't go with them. Our father has taught us to be fighters."
"Because Scarlett and Morgana are amazing at what they do," I replied. "And I know they can do their task just fine on their own."
The corner of Morgana's lips twitched, but she held back. She knew when to banter and stir the pot, and when we needed to remain focused on the task at hand. I knew she'd antagonize the dragons further later, but at the moment, she was keeping herself controlled.
I looked over at the new members of our team. Larisa and Chloe had joined us, along with another of Brom's daughter's, Polydora. So far, Polydora had been standing rigid near me without speaking. The woman was all sleek, toned muscles. She was possibly even taller than I was; to most, she'd be considered Amazonian in stature.
The copper healer, Trina, stood with us too, which was apparently short for Meditrina. Her parents were Roman, so old that they actually came from the days of Caesar.
Apparently, after I'd instructed her to find Scarlett, she'd barged right over. I wasn't sure what had happened after that, but since I'd been near, she'd stayed quiet and hung out nearby, waiting to go. 
She kept eyeing my first mate, and I wondered if Scarlett had scared her somehow. That's okay, Trina, she scares me sometimes, too.
"I think we can go." Scarlett held out her hand to Morgana.
Morgana, our resident walking armory, pulled a pistol from her bra and then a silencer and several magazines.
Scarlett expertly inspected the gun and the magazines before pocketing them and screwing on the silencer.
"You keep a silenced pistol and backup magazines, but you don't keep food in there?" I said, sounding more than a little grumpy, but I couldn't help it. I was growing hangry.
Morgana narrowed her eyes at me. "You don't have any in your bracer, either."
She had a point. I made a mental note to stock canned food in the bracer.
"Something to work out later. Rarely are we without access to food," I said, checking on the progress of the dragon army. "Okay, it's time. Morgana, Scarlett, go. And be safe. Stick to the edge of the jungle and keep the ocean on our left."
I wanted less jungle to worry about and to decrease the chance that anybody got lost. We'd skirt the edge of the island, hopefully giving ourselves some cover while our two assassins cleared a path. It wouldn't be perfect, but maybe we could get to the study without fighting through an army of driders.
"On it." Scarlett saluted with the pistol and stuck out her tongue before she went invisible.
The others murmured for a moment. I knew she really had just wrapped herself in an illusion that mimicked her surroundings, but I had to admit that it was pretty cool to watch.
Knowing what I was looking for, I could see the edges of the illusion where it wasn't one hundred percent perfect. But that didn't matter as she crouched and started creeping into the jungle. With the shadows and the foliage breaking up the background, it was near impossible to spot her.
"Love you, mate. Stay fifty feet back, and we'll clear the way." Morgana brought out two curved blades from her bra and then a bandoleer of knives that she strapped to her thigh before kissing my cheek and blurring into the jungle.
A small pop that didn't sound louder than a snapping twig sounded somewhere between the large green leaves.
I knew a drider had just met its end, and it had begun. My two mates were deadly, and I smiled, knowing they were kicking ass.
"Follow me. Chloe, Larisa. Jadelyn stays between you two no matter what," I reminded them, not taking any chances.
Jade puffed out her cheeks. "I'm not made of glass."
"Close enough. And I don't want you to break," I shot back without even thinking.
It earned me a glare, but I would easily take her glare if it meant she stayed safe. I needed to be able to focus on the bigger picture as we moved forward into enemy territory.
As quietly as we could, our group picked our way through the edge of the jungle, staying just on the edges. We weren't silent, but hopefully the path was clear enough that we could sneak past.
Drider corpses littered the jungle floor at first. It looked like many of them had stayed close to watch the tower. But as we passed the initial blockade, they thinned out. We only had to avoid one of their bodies every minute or so, but there were still far more driders than made me comfortable.
Ikta had prepared for this. She had brought enough to fight an army of dragons, yet somehow, we had managed through the battle last night without a single death.
"My king, thank you for bringing me along." Trina ducked aside, dodging a branch that I was moving out of my way. She broke me from my thoughts.
I chuckled. "Thank me after I put your healing to use. Your skills are invaluable, and I won't hesitate to put you to work."
Trina's head bobbed, her brown eyes sparkling as she looked up at me. Her brown hair had been tied back in a messy braid for the journey, and it matched her sun-kissed skin. She looked like she was made for being outside on an adventure. 
"I'm a healer, and I will do my best to keep everyone here alive."
"If we are caught up in a larger scale fight, I need you to prioritize that over fighting. Do you understand?"
She bowed with her hand on her shoulder, showing off her copper scales. "Yes, my king."
When she dipped, I got another full view of her chest. It was purposeful. The beast roused inside of me and demanded to be let loose.
I scolded it; now was not the time. We could rut later when we weren't sneaking through a jungle. There sure were enough people around me willing for a round.
Morgana suddenly appeared before us, moving out of the way of my instinctual swipe.
She had a wound on her shoulder that was healing before me. Her eyes were bright red, and the hungry look on her face told me what was about to happen.
She rushed me and clamped down on my neck.
"Get off of him, you leech!" Larisa shouted.
"Hush," I snapped at her as I held Morgana, letting her drink from me. There was enough strength in me to give her my blood. Yet even as she drank, my stomach growled.
She had been speeding around the jungle, using her magic to kill these driders quietly. I knew it had taken a lot out of her.
Morgana had once told me that she used her magic cautiously because it had a blood price. It was only fair that when I asked her to use her magic for me that I paid that price.
Moments later, she pulled her head back with a sigh, taking deep breaths. "Thanks. Needed that."
I pulled her close and held her. She liked cuddles after she fed.
"Can't. Need to get back out there. Can't let Scarlett have all the fun," Morgana spoke in rushed sentences. "Love you."
When I stopped my hug, she darted back off into the jungle.
Trina stepped up and put her hand over my neck, making it itch as the wounds closed. "Blood loss is one of the most strenuous things to heal. If you don't mind, I'll just wait for us to get some food into you."
I rubbed my neck, still feeling the tingle of her bite. But I worked to clear my head. "Why is it hard to heal?"
"Mass conversion," she replied. "It's the same reason that earth magic draws on existing particles to work, same with water and air."
The rest of the ladies were looking at me like I didn't know a simple fact. 
"Sorry, still new. Spell it out for me?"
"Creating new mass is more magically intensive than moving it or changing its states. Magic fits somewhere in the conservation of energy, just we use mana to fuel much of it," Trina explained.
I nodded. When she put it that way, it made perfect sense. "Can you convert inorganic mass like dirt into healing?"
She nodded. "We pack larger wounds with poultice and partially convert those into what the patient needs. The water and the mixture of plants require less mana than converting dirt, which would be quite intensive."
"What about vampires? They seem to heal at an extreme rate." I knew shifters like myself could use the total mass that we had outside of our smaller forms to heal wounds rapidly.
"Compressed blood,” Polydora spoke for the first time. “They barely bleed. All the blood they intake is stored in a compressed form and used to help heal when wounded.”
I wanted to ask so many more questions. The pre-med student in me was geeking out at the new information. That some of the paranormal abilities had an actual grounding in science made me want to study them.
Polydora grabbed Jadelyn and pulled her into a crouch. “Quiet.” 
She put her body between Jadelyn and the jungle. Suddenly, she was my favorite of the dragons that had come with us.
"What?" Tyrande whispered, trying to peer through the darkness of the jungle.
The noise was soft at first, but then it grew louder. A multitude of clicking and rustling sounded amid the jungle.
"Shit. Move." I scooped up Jadelyn, shifting into my dragon knight form and rushing through the jungle.
The time for stealth was over. Our position had clearly been identified. Five other dragons burst into their hybrid forms and kept up with me. Tyrande was clinging onto Yev's scaley green shoulders.
Up ahead, I saw Morgana cut down a drider. The spider woman's legs curled like a dead spider as her head rolled along the forest floor. Morgana took one look at us and darted forward, not needing words to communicate.
"Scarlett, we need to go," I shouted into the jungle, waiting for my invisible Kitsune mate.
A heavy weight landed on my shoulders a moment later before Scarlett appeared, clinging to my back like a cape. "We're spotted?"
"Or a wave of them just happens to be coming this way." I pushed it from my mind and focused on pumping my legs.
Polydora spun on her heels, and a massive stream of lighting poured out of her mouth into the jungle behind us.
Driders screamed as they died, but their screams also helped give away their locations. They were far closer than made me comfortable.
"Keep up," I shouted, knowing that, if she fell behind, she may be lost. And we'd likely all die trying to save her.
Larisa started chanting in the dragon tongue before flinging her hand behind her. A wave of ice rippled into spikes that burst into the air.
"That ought to slow them down some," Larisa said, huffing to keep up in her white humanoid dragon form that reminded me more of a werewolf than the knights some of us looked like.
Not to be outdone, Jadelyn started singing in my arms, and a layer of mist rolled in from the ocean. She kept singing, but I wasn't sure what she was doing.
Trusting her, I let her continue.
We kept on our mad dash through the jungle. The noise behind us had settled down, but I didn't let it slow our momentum. A few moments later, we broke out of the jungle at the edge of the fighting beach.
I breathed a sigh of relief and hurled myself off the cliff, landing on the beach with two of my mates on me, and Morgan landed beside us. A few more plops announced the arrival of the others.
"Where is it?" Scarlett nearly shouted in my ear.
Scanning the wall, I pushed out my aura, leaning heavily on my chromatic colors. I shifted red, and a piece of the wall at the edge of the beach crackled and crumbled inward, a portal appearing.
“There.” I was so happy that it had worked. We’d be forced to hide out inside, but that was doable.
I turned to usher them forward, growing intensely frustrated as I noticed the other dragons were all kneeling from the pressure of my aura. 
"Get up. Hurry." I pushed them forward.
Trina stumbled, but managed to get her feet under her. She ran towards the portal, shifting into her human form as she moved. She hit what had been a cliff face just moments ago at a dead sprint, showing her trust in me.
The others were right behind her.
Yev pulled Tyrande down and pushed her through first. I did the same, hurrying my mates through the portal. Jadelyn first, followed by Scarlett.
But before I could get myself through, I was ripped off my feet by a drider that flew off the edge of the cliff.
"Zach!" Morgana stopped from stepping into the portal, turning and hurling a knife through the drider's throat. She moved away from the portal, kicking the drider off me.
I took her hand, pulling myself forward and moving us back towards the portal. But when I realized the driders weren't attacking, I looked for the cause.
Sure enough, Ikta strutted out of the jungle and slid down the beach to stare at me. "Please go and find whatever you think is in there. This is the dueling beach, correct?"
"What do you want?" I growled.
She slid her feet through the sand with a wicked smile on her face. "Once you leave that little hidey hole of yours, we will duel. There will be no escape."
"Do you know how the dragons treat duels to settle debates?" I asked her, hoping I could use the information to my advantage.
"Winner wins what they want. It's not hard to understand. Well, maybe it is for dragons." She smirked, her dark eyes twinkling with mirth.
She was playing with me. There was something about her that instinctively told me she was a trickster. Morgana tugged on me, wanting me to rush through the portal rather than play games with the Fae Queen.
"We agree to settle the feud only within the dueling area. That means while you wait for the duel, you don't go after the rest of the people on this island, nor those with me." The duel with her was unavoidable, but I wanted to use it to protect the others.
"Sure, that makes sense." She waved her hand whimsically.
I growled at her. "No, speak it in plain terms. You will not go after anyone else on the island while you wait for the duel."
Ikta scowled at me. "I will not attempt to harm anyone else on this island."
"Nor your followers," I added.
She rolled her eyes. "Nor will those who serve me harm them. Is that good enough?"
I sighed. "Yes, it is."
Ikta then held up her hands. "I will let you go through that portal, and I will make no attempts to enter." 
There was a smile curling up her lips, like she thought she won, as she sashayed over to me, swinging her hips like a mesmerizing pendulum.
"What are you doing?" I growled.
"Duels settle feuds, and the opponents state their prize for winning." She came to stand before me. Despite her large presence, she was short, barely up to my chest.
So when she stopped, she had to stare up at me. "That's how it works, right?"
"Yes." I figured it was more likely to be to the death, but there was something she wanted.
Having shifted, I was naked before her. She bit her lips while twisting her hips before she placed a finger in the center of my chest. "Then, when it is done, I want you to kneel before me and become mine."
Ikta put a slight amount of pressure on my chest, like she wanted me to do it right then and there.
The beast snapped inside my chest. He wanted to bite her finger off. The beast couldn't believe she'd demand I kneel.
I let out a low rumble of a growl. "Never."
Ikta laughed and spun away from me, evading an attack that never came. "Oh, it will be so sweet to tame the king of dragons. You have no idea how powerful you could be if you only let someone take the reins. I could transform you into the most powerful creature here or in any of the planes."
"No." I calmed myself. She was trying to rile me up and get inside my head. I needed to focus and consider my demands.
If I won, would it end if I killed her?
If that happened, I wasn't sure what would happen to her followers. I'd likely give them reason to cause chaos and potentially take more dragon lives.
I needed her to withdraw them and take any others out of the equation. Killing her might have been satisfying, but it wouldn't be a complete win. There was still the chance that we'd lose a dragon to whatever monsters she had out in the jungle or lurking on the island.
"If I win, you and all of your forces will withdraw and not threaten the dragons or their allies for the next thousand years," I stated my terms.
As the king of dragons, my people were my priority. If I could secure their safety, I would.
Ikta bowed to me and stepped back. "So be it." She hid her face, leaving me guessing as to her reaction.
Damn trickster. She had planned this, knowing that she could escape death by applying this much pressure. One day, she’d regret crossing the king of dragons.
I turned and marched through the portal, bringing Morgana with me and letting it close securely behind me.
My mates, Tyrande, and the five dragons were waiting for me on the other side.
"What took you so long?" Jadelyn fidgeted as she took in my face.
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I began informing my wives, knowing they wouldn't like what I was about to say.
"Ikta came, and we made a deal. When I leave here, I will duel here on the beach. In return, she won't go after anybody else on the island," I explained with a sigh.
It had been the right thing to do, but I needed to figure out how I was going to win the fight. After how she had thrashed Herm and Tim, I wasn't too confident that I could take her that easily.
"Zach, she's strong." Morgana watched me closely. "Can you fight her?"
"I don't know, but I have to try. For all of you and for the rest of the dragons. As your king, the burden of all your safety rests on my shoulders." 
It was time I stepped up and acted like the king of dragons, especially when things weren't looking up. That's what leaders should do, not throw the problems of the world at the feet of those they represented.
She nodded slowly, but I could see the calculation in her eyes. "We'll work on it. But for now..." She trailed off, and my attention was pulled past the women in front of me to Tiamat's 'study'.
What I was looking at was nothing like Bahamut's neat, orderly study. To even call it a study was a stretch of the imagination beyond what I was capable of.
"So... this is bigger than we were expecting. Also, this isn't a study." Scarlett followed my line of sight.
Massive piles of gold dominated the immediate view, towering over us. But the cavern stretched so far that I couldn't see the end, and I could even see the green leafy tops of trees past the gold.
Polydora turned and poked a pile of gold, causing a small avalanche of gold coins and jewels as they pinged against the cave floor. There was a pig squeal from deeper in the cavern and the sliding of another gold pile.
"Was that a pig?" Yev asked me.
"How am I supposed to know? But it sounded like something alive, which means there might be food in here," I said, my stomach rumbling in anticipation.
"Bacon," Chloe exclaimed, jumping forward. She shifted in a hurry and flew over the piles of gold.
A chorus of more squeals sounded, and she swooped behind a gold pile.
Scarlett poked the nearest gold pile with a foot. "This is real. It's not an illusion."
"I'm more worried about how we are supposed to find anything in this mess." Morgana's head was scanning the place. "Do we have to sort through the piles of treasure?"
Pushing past the gold piles, the 'study' opened up into a wide valley that was littered with piles of treasure, bones, and just an oddly chaotic mess of things. Trees, sunlight, and apparently pigs made this seem like some place out in the world, rather than a spatial pocket.
Yev collapsed into a gold pile and took a deep breath before rolling around in it and doing breaststrokes amid the pile.
The rest of us stopped to watch her.
"What? Tell me you don't want to do this? I've always wanted to swim in gold." She chuckled nervously, blushing as she watched me.
My eyes were locked on her, and I couldn't look away.
She was a beautiful dragon inside and out, and now she was lying on a bed of gold. Powerful instincts took over me as I watched her prop herself up on her arms, pushing her chest out towards me.
I wanted to join her in that pile of gold, make her squirm, and cry out my name. I began picturing the sound of her moans among the clinking of gold coins as I pushed inside of her and filled her with my inflamed passions. Her sweat would glisten off the gold coins, her naked body sliding along them.
"Zach?" Tyrande called to me, concern in her voice.
I had to shake my head to clear it and turn to her. Even then, it was stiff. Desire was coursing through my body. 
“What?” It came out as a growl.
“Uh.” Tyrande hesitated. “You just looked very intense at my sister, like you were going to kill her or something for touching the gold.”
Yev blushed the deepest red yet. “He wasn’t thinking of killing me.” She knew what was happening.
The other dragons knowingly chuckled. It seemed my desires weren’t unique; they all knew what had just come over me.
“Oh. OH.” Tyrande’s mouth stayed wide open before she covered it and blushed, too.
Larisa jumped into another pile of gold, stretching out and making eye contact with me. “Gold is very appealing to dragons. There’s an instinct in us that very much likes precious metals and jewels by how they interact with our mana.” She bit her lip and gave me a seductive come-hither look.
I took one step forward before Scarlett stepped up and grabbed Larisa’s arm, pulling her out of the gold pile. 
“No tempting the big dragon king. Not right now. We are out of food, and he has a duel when we get out of here. The sooner we do that, the more strength he has left in him."
Jadelyn was rubbing her chin. "This could be fun. I thought laying on a pile of gold coins would be terribly uncomfortable, but the way it makes him look at you might just be worth it."
"Hell no," Scarlett swore. "He looks like he'd break me."
I was still panting heavily, but I was beginning to be able to control myself again. The beast was going absolutely wild in my chest, and I rumbled a single word. "Mine."
"Okay..." Scarlett came up behind me and turned me back towards the valley, slowly pushing me forward. "We are getting the big bad dragon away from the gold piles. I promise you can take them with you when we leave. Maybe enjoy them back home."
"Yes," I rumbled. "Mine." I was still struggling with my dragon instincts that were like a bonfire, swallowing up every other thought in my mind.
"You aren't like this with your own hoard." Morgana looked at me, confused.
"It's worse. Maybe my chromatic half is growing?" I searched for an answer. Her asking me a question, though, had pulled my mind away from the gold.
Gold. I wanted to turn back around and look at it, but I was holding myself rigid to stop myself. There was just so much of it, and it was so pretty.
"You okay?" Scarlett asked.
"No. I want to shift and play in the gold, curl up around it, cover myself in it, and take a very long nap. Or maybe fuck everyone senseless. Then nap," I corrected myself. Yes, rut them all and curl up in the gold. My gold.
Scarlett laughed, pushing me along and away from the tempting treasure. "Let's table that for now. We have an ancient fae queen sitting outside this cave waiting to duel you. The mysterious second half of her power is in here somewhere. Maybe once we get that, we can have a celebratory orgy."
I focused back on the valley ahead of us. In the center, there was a little cabin that looked like it had been there forever. If I turned around, I could see the edges of a cave wall, but I was having trouble reconciling that with the scene in front of me. It felt like we were really in some mountain valley.
A blue dragon rose amid crackling tree limbs, carrying a squealing pig in her clutches.
Chloe spotted us and swooped down, pinned the pig under her claw, and presented it to me. "For my king. You need your nourishment."
Several of the other dragon ladies laughed, and Chloe tilted her head like a giant, confused kitten.
"Nothing," Larisa said, holding back laughter. "Just kill it so that we can cook it up and share it."
Chloe ended the pig with a quick slice of a claw and shrank down before she prepared it. Despite the pig's five-hundred-pound weight, she handled it like it weighed as much as a stuffed animal. Larisa and Trina joined her by setting up a little rack while Polydora started a fire.
They worked like they had done this a million times before.
"Do you all know how to hunt and dress a kill?" I asked.
"Our father made us do survival training as bonding," Chloe explained, licking the pig blood off her fingers and nodding towards Polydora and Larisa, already getting the wood stacked for a fire and setting aside larger branches for a spit.
"Mine grew up in ancient Rome. They are way old school and think something like this is 'vital' knowledge." Trina rolled her eyes.
I laughed. My adoptive parents had been on the older side, but the dragon parents brought it to a whole new level. "How old are you?"
Trina and the rest clammed up, casting glances around the group.
"Not that old," Trina hesitated. "We know you are quite young and raised as a human. We don't want our age to disqualify us." 
She seemed to speak for the group as the rest of them nodded along with her words. It seemed that, in the short time they had been together, they had formed a comradery.
"Morgana was turned four hundred years ago and was an elf for a few hundred years before that. Doesn't bother me." I hooked a thumb over at the blue vampire as she slowly walked in a circle around the impromptu campsite, picking up dry branches.
The dragon ladies let their eyes shift over to Morgana, more than a little envy in them. "What about your other mates?"
"Scar and Jadelyn are my age, same with Kelly who isn't here." I paused and turned to the Highaen sisters. They were sitting down together and whispering conspiratorially. "How old are you two?"
Yev startled out of her conversation with her sister. "Thirty-one and thirty-three." She pointed to her sister second.
I might have guessed they were older, given how much responsibility it seemed they had among the Highaen. "Not a big deal."
"If we were hundreds of years old, that would not bother you?" Polydora asked carefully.
"I mean, I'd wonder why you want to join me. Wouldn't I be like a baby to you?" Morgan and I had had the conversation, but I needed to have it with them too.
Polydora's brow pressed down. "You have mountain lionesses that hunt for younger men, yes?"
"Mountain— Oh." I realized there must be a translation issue. "Cougars. Yes, they are women who like younger men," I clarified.
"Then I am a cougar hunting for my latest prey." She stared at me hungrily, and her eyes held a certain promise.
It wasn't ineffective, as I felt a stir in my pants. But I barely knew Polydora, and she talked little since coming on this trip. 
The dragon ladies finished up with the pig.
Polydora picked up the prepared pig and skewered it over the fire. Her eyes met mine over the flickering flames. "The pig will not take long to cook, but long enough."
"Calm down, Poly." Larisa smacked her ass and startled her older half-sister. "She's the oldest of us. Then me, then Trina. Chloe is the youngest, well, besides Yev."
"Shouldn't we be looking through this place?" Jadelyn asked.
"Food." Chloe sat down watching the pig on the spit. "We are hungry. Food first. Why don't we make a plan while we do that?"
I let my eyes rove over the little magical valley. "Split up? See if there is anything else significant besides the little house?"
Scarlett pointed to my bracer. "Did your mother have any clues to where it might be?"
"No. She is actually kind of an air head." From our last encounter, I wasn't fairly certain she didn't have any leads. And I didn't exactly control how to talk to them. Whatever happened before had been them working to talk to me. Bart had said that it could only be done twice a month. I wasn't sure if that meant every two weeks or what.
Speaking to magical ghosts of my parents didn't come with an instruction manual.
"Mother?" Larisa asked. "You are adopted, with dead adoptive parents."
"Larisa!" Chloe shouted. "Way to be insensitive."
I shrugged it off. It had been long enough that I wasn't sensitive to talking about them.
"No, Scar was talking about Tiamat. I found a device that each heir of Bahamut and Tiamat were storing their memories in. It seems that the heirs were actually reincarnations, and they were somewhat prepared for the next one."
The dragon girls leaned forward, eager to learn more. 
"You have met Tiamat?" Larisa gasped. "THE Tiamat."
"She goes by Tia, and yes, the last imprint of her memories in her last incarnation to be at the conclave. We suspect her and Bart's last reincarnations were my biological parents." I realized I hadn't explained my findings to the dragons yet.
"Incredible," Trina sighed. "So they were all reincarnations. That doesn't appear in our histories. But it makes sense, it was said they came into their powers quickly."
While they were all amazed, I was still struggling that my birth had likely released Ikta and the disaster that she posed.
"What was Tiamat like?" Larisa leaned forward. "And she's your mother?"
"She's kind of all over the place. Sort of does whatever the current mood strikes her to do,” I tried to put it politely.
But the girls nodded. 
"Very chromatic. I hate how popular culture has made them all 'evil'. They just do what they want without worrying," Larisa said, air quoting the word.
Trina laughed. "You get the evil tag when you suddenly are hungry and decide to eat a village. Not that metallics are all good, we just like rules."
Chloe let out an exasperated sigh at that and mimed Brom wagging a finger. "Pick up your bones. This is not a chromatic house. Everything has its place."
The girls let out a shared moment of laughter about their father.
"He never struck me as a stickler for the rules," I commented.
"Oh, my father most certainly likes rules," Polydora laughed. "Even if the rules are, at times, archaic. He and my mother were a metallic pair. My life was scheduled down to the minute. But the schedules make me comfortable, so it worked well enough."
Chloe stuck out a tongue at her older half-sister. "Schedules. First thing I threw out once I left the roost."
I smiled at their banter, enjoying the peek into their home life. As an only child, I'd always enjoyed being around siblings. But I found myself taking deeper breaths through my nose as the pig cooked, my stomach growling loudly.
“Are you hungry, my king?” Trina poked the pig and shifted her hand before cleanly slicing off a hunk of the outer meat that was cooked. She handed it to me.
I was starving, but I took the meat as politely as I could. Before I tore into it with a vigor. 
"Delicious." It wasn't seasoned, but it had a raw flavor to it that the dragon in me loved.
The dragon ladies all watched me with smiles on their faces.
"Aren't you all going to eat?" I asked them.
That seemed to snap them out of staring at me, and they joined in. It was a slow affair as they carved off sections from the outside as it cooked, and everyone took turns. It seemed to unify us more as a group.
"So, what now? Split up?" Yev asked slowly, chewing her own hunk of meat.
"Given the size of this place, I was going to suggest that the dragons shift and go for a flight, see what they can find. Everybody else can help look through the cabin, or maybe some of the gold piles." More piles of gold were sprinkled everywhere. It seemed a little like a needle in a haystack to find the spider queen's power.
Scarlett handed me a bone. "You should check the cabin. There is a decent chance that there will be things that only react to you."
I took the bone from her and shifted my jaw before crunching down on it. "Good idea. Who else is coming with me to the cabin?"
The dragons looked put out, like the cabin was an opportunity they were missing. But I needed them to fly and scan the place.
"I'd love to see the enchantments that one of the first dragons made," Tyrande spoke up, ignoring the grumpy dragons.
"Then that puts Scar, Jade, and Morgana on sifting through the field and the gold piles," I settled it. "If the dragons do a loop and everything looks good, they can join in the gold piles."
Morgana chuckled. "Some of that gold might just go missing."
"Oh, it is all going missing before we leave." I tapped my bracer. "Going to fill this up with as much gold as I can and bring it back to Philly to add to my hoard."
"Yes. Our king's hoard deserves to be massive," Polydora declared with a thump of her foot. "I would like to see your hoard one day; it would be an honor."
"Sure." I shrugged, but the way that she and the other dragons reacted, I realized that maybe there was significance in letting them see my hoard.
Trina cleared her throat. "If you are just going to take it all, why are we looking for this power source in the gold piles?"
"Because Bahamut told me of a method to absorb the spider queen's power." I told a half-truth, not telling them of the dangers and assuming that all I had to do was swallow it. "If I'm to honor my duel when we leave, then I would very much like that power." I grinned and kept my face upbeat.
I'd decided the potential risks weren't worth calling out, given that I'd already made up my mind to do it. Ikta was powerful, and I needed every advantage I could scrape together before I fought her.
"Then we'll be practicing after you are done with the cabin," Morgana reminded me. "You could use a little sharpening up, and we need to think about how to fight those spider limbs of hers."
"Yeah, those are what killed Stephanie, aren't they? She used one of those and sliced her right open." It fit the description that Morgana had given when she'd examined the wound.
Morgana nodded. "And that means she uses them to fight; we must be careful. Multi-limb opponents can be very tricky, and you have no experience with them."
"She's right. Additional limbs can be highly dangerous. I have some experience if you would allow me to assist you." Polydora bowed slightly, shifting her hand while addressing me.
"Not a problem. I'd love whatever advice you could give," I replied. Any help I could get would be worth it.




Chapter 23


The dragons were off flying through the cavern, scouring for the crystal, while my mates started picking through the gold piles.
"Sorry, I think we're still going to have to postpone that date," I chuckled as I walked with Tyrande to the cabin.
"I cannot believe you'd let a little thing like a powerful, crazy fae lady stop us from that date. And don't you dare think that losing to her in the duel gets you out of it." Tyrande grinned. 
Tyrande liked to verbally spar, and I had no problems indulging her. "I'll do my best." I took a deep breath, trying to put aside thoughts of the duel. "But in all seriousness, I really am disappointed that we didn't get our date." 
I bumped her hip with mine and she turned to me with a wry grin.
"All of those dragons are super jealous that I get to pick through Tiamat's cabin with you."
"Yeah?" If I was honest, I had wanted time alone with Tyrande. Something was always coming up; I decided to just make the time with her, even if it wasn't under the best circumstances.
She squinted at me. "You have to know they are jealous, but maybe you didn't see Scarlett warn them off. At least she's backing me."
Grabbing Tyrande's waist, I pulled her to my side as we got to the cabin. "Maybe bringing you with me was purposeful. But I seem to recall you volunteering."
She blushed a little. "There are going to be crazy enchantments in this place. Just look at the cabin."
I shifted my eyes to see the magic, and sure enough, the cabin was covered in enchantments. A big rainbow swirl of them wrapped around every curve of the logs. "Then maybe you should stay a little closer, just in case."
"Just in case," she repeated as she let herself lean on my side.
Outside the enchantments, the cabin looked perfectly normal. It was made of huge cut logs with their bark roughly stripped and fired. I wondered if they were tempered with dragon fire.
The door was wood, with a wood handle. I pushed my aura forward as I reached out to the handle. It was cool to the touch, and I relaxed. I wasn't sure why, but I'd been concerned I was going to go flying when I touched it.
I let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding and turned the knob. No magic, just simple physical weight resisted me as I opened it.
Tyrande gasped next to me. I shifted my body in front of hers, the gasp startling me, but I quickly saw the cause. The place was gilded to the teeth inside. It was far different from what I'd expected given the rustic exterior.
"Is everything gold?" Tyrande gasped.
"Those sheets are red." I pointed at the bed.
"Pretty sure those are cashmere bed sheets," Tyrande chuckled, leaving my side to touch them and rub her hands along them. "Oh yes, these are lovely."
The room was like someone had taken the shapes you expected inside the cabin and then dipped each of them in gold. A simple, long gold table with four gold chairs dominated one half of the cabin, while a gold bed with red sheets dominated the other.
The floor was inlaid with gold tiles. Each was handmade with a unique animal or plant design.
"She likes gold," I joked. Then again, all dragons loved gold.
"Really? I didn't pick up on that." Tyrande burst into laughter at her own joke. "So we are looking for a purple crystal. That should stand out?"
The cabin wasn't that large, but it was a little messy. I started over by the table, picking things off the shelf and peeking inside a ceramic jar. 
"That's what the first one looked like. Are these ashes?" I turned the jar to Tyrande. "Who's ashes?"
"Maybe one of her past reincarnations? Or someone special to her?"
Wrinkling my nose, I found a gold spoon and fished through the ashes. I felt awful for disturbing the dead, but we needed to be thorough. I definitely didn't want to go through everything twice because we didn't do it well the first time.
"Do elves cremate their dead?" I asked, making conversation. Although I realized after I said it, maybe it wasn't the most romantic topic.
"We water the earth with their blood and then bury them under the roots of their family's tree," Tyrande said offhandedly.
I paused. "You bleed them?"
"Yeah, it isn't that different from how they dressed the pig just now. But we believe in giving back to where we came from. The idea of coffins and keeping the dead separate from the earth is disturbing." She did a small shudder as she pulled a blanket off a chair in the corner and a few gold coins pinged against the tiles and rolled until they hit the table.
We both paused, but when nothing happened, we continued to rifle through my mother's cabin.
"Strange to me," I commented. "But I'm getting more and more used to different customs."
"What do dragons do?" Tyrande asked in response.
I had asked Chloe and Larisa the same question, so luckily, I knew the answer already. "They eat them, giving their power back to another dragon."
Their response had made me feel significantly better about eating Servile, the silver dragon, and taking on his power. To dragons, I had respected him and his wishes.
Tyrande connected the dots as well. "Like the silver did in Sentarshaden?”
"If they are beyond healing, they offer themselves up. But it is very rare for a dragon to die and their body to just be left somewhere." I grimaced, thinking of Thalia being shot down by vampires. "We are hunted for our bodies. It isn't often that the choice is given."
"Right," Tyrande awkwardly agreed and kept at her search.
We searched in silence for a while before she spoke again. "Are your mates in danger? Like, outside of here?"
"Because of me?" I asked, frowning.
She nodded, looking a little scared. It seemed this was a genuine concern for her or for her sister to mate with me.
"Most of them have some amount of their own troubles, even without me. I don't seem to attract wallflowers. But as a family, we deal with anything as it comes up. And our family is quite formidable," I spoke proudly, but I wanted her to know what she was signing up to join.
"But I have definitely become high profile in the paranormal world, and you know my wives' backgrounds. There is risk and attention that would come with being my mate. But I think you know that and have already experienced some of it as a Highaen princess?" I paused.
Tyrande nodded. "We have bodyguards and have to be careful, but you bring a whole new level of danger. Apparently the kind of danger that leads to fae queens and ancient reincarnating dragons."
I put down the trinkets on the shelf and went over to her, wrapping my arms around her. "That's true. I seem to be at the center of an endless well of change and conflict. But it's also pushing me to grow, to become what's needed to protect my family."
"I—" Tyrande paused and took a deep breath. Whatever was coming was hard for her. "I don't want to be kidnapped like before. Taken away to bait my sister or to harm my family's tree. It made me feel weak, helpless."
She looked down at her hands. The idea had made them shake.
I grabbed both of them and steadied them in my own. "When that happened, I came for you. Even if you don't become my mate, you are my friend. I'd come for you again."
A few tears leaked out of her eyes, and I wiped them away for her.
She shook her head and wiped at her face. "I'm fine. Just bad memories from that time. Zach, you promise me?"
"I promise." Leaning forward, I kissed the top of her head.
She pulled back and her arms came around my head, pulling my lips to hers as she kissed me slowly, savoring the moment. "Thank you. I think having the big bad dragon king at my beck and call will be lovely."
"Beck and call?" I growled playfully. "The dragon king is at no one's beck and call."
It was clear what she was doing. She was using humor as a defense mechanism to not feel silly for the vulnerability she'd shared. But I was fine with that. The best thing I could do was go with the flow and make her feel comfortable.
"I don't know," she said in a sing-song voice. "If I work hard, I bet you'd come running to save a princess."
"Last time I called you a princess, you threw something at me." I remembered the time in Sentarshaden.
She rolled her eyes. "I can call myself a princess." 
Tyrande turned around in my arms so that her back was to my chest and her tight rear pressed against my erection. 
"You make me feel like a princess, and you make me feel safe." She pulled my arms tighter around her.
I leaned down, scenting her, memorizing her smell and loving it.
The beast growled and snapped inside of me, begging to mark her and take her here in the cabin. Something told me she would let me. But I knew that she was still confused and figuring out how she felt. I didn't want to rush our relationship. 
I worked to calm my inner beast. I needed to pass up this opportunity and just comfort her, regardless of how hard I was poking into her rear right now.
Tyrande had noticed my excitement judging by the way she ground her ass against me and looked over her shoulder.
I kissed her and let my hands wander down her succulent curves. "Tyrande, we shouldn't." I waited, part of me hoping she'd insist.
"You are probably right." She let out a breathy moan and wrapped her arms around my head, pulling me to her neck. 
I kissed it up and down as she bent it to the side. 
"We really shouldn't be doing this," she said, her voice nearly panting.
"No." My hand got a little more forceful, and I was barely holding back my jaw from shifting as she offered me her neck. I wanted to bite her, mark her.
I pulled away, shaking my head, trying to clear it. I really needed a cold shower at that moment.
Tyrande was looking back at me, a little lost and confused, before she pulled herself together. "You're right. We shouldn't do this, not yet. Besides, we haven't even had that date yet. I don't want to be a slut. I am a princess." She rolled her eyes.
"Not until we have at least one date. I'd like to get to know you better," I stated, partly reinforcing it with myself.
It was too soon, too fast. If we had gone just a little further, I would have taken her and claimed her. She needed to go into it wanting it, not making the choice when she was swept up in the moment.
"Right." There was clarity that entered her eyes. "Oh god. You were about to mark me."
Giving her a guilty grin, I nodded. "My dragon instincts were going a little wild. If we had gone much longer, I'm not sure I would have been able to hold back."
She brushed her neck where we both knew it would go and she shivered. "Right. Don't wind up the dragon until I'm sure about this."
"That would be best," I joked to lighten the mood. "Dragons don't let go of things easily. If you let me sink my claws in, they aren't coming out."
The beast rose inside my chest, growling in agreement and snapping its jaws at Tyrande, wanting to mark her for that very reason.
She fanned herself while she looked around. "I don't think the power is in here. There's nothing of significance or value here. It seems like it's just a place to sleep. Gaudy as it is."
I looked around, realizing she was right. There was a bed and a table and various things like cutlery and cloth. But there were no trophies. It would be something of at least passing significance to Tiamat.
Somewhere in this cavern, Tia had to keep trophies of some sort. It was there that we'd find the crystal, or at least, that was my best guess.
"Good call. We need to find where she keeps her prizes. In my hoard, I have a rack that has a tainted ritual dagger and several angelic weapons. They are my trophies." I grinned as I thought about them.
"The two swords from the archangel?" she asked.
"Yes, they are mounted on the wall of my hoard. I keep the silver sword enchanted by Raguel in this bracer." I tapped my wrist.
She nodded. "Go find Tiamat's trophy spot. I'll take another look here." She murmured the rest under her breath, but I caught it. "And cool the fuck down."
I grinned and pretended I didn't hear her. "Sounds good."
If she wanted space, then I'd give it to her. I could use it too; my body was still wound tight.
Stepping out of the cabin, I saw Jadelyn tossing items from one pile of gold to a smaller one. 
"Oh, husband." She looked up and saw the hunger in my eyes. "Darn, you didn't end up claiming her in there?"
I nearly choked. "Is that what you were hoping happened?"
"Sort of. Scar and I made a bet. But it seems she guessed it right. Need the edge taken off again?" She smiled.
Tempting as it was, we were currently trapped. And at least for the moment, I could think rationally. I didn't want to lose time. "Actually, I was wondering if any of the dragons had returned yet."
"Just Polydora, who came back with another pig. She's working on it now, but said she'll let this one drain until we are ready to eat later." Jadelyn tossed another handful of coins over to the other pile.
Anyone else would drool over them, but to Jadelyn, she was acting like these gold coins were just trash.
"Does all of this not impress you? This is an incredible amount of wealth." I truly wondered what she thought of it.
Jadelyn shrugged. "I don't really need more money. For me, it's just... a number I see in the bank account. The value of it in realistic terms has lost most of its meaning. Instead, it is the value I can use it for, like helping you, that interests me." She smiled wide enough to pinch her eyes together.
My lovely little siren was amazing. I scented her and sighed contently before coming back to the moment.
I ruffled her hair. "Goof. I don't need your money."
"Still, it is fun to throw it around when you need help." Jadelyn looked over at another pile that had a noise coming from behind it. "I'm not Morgana. I can't always physically stop trouble when it comes for you. But I can help in my own way."
"Of course." I kissed my lovely siren. "Now, I'm going to go stretch my wings. Need to blow off some steam."
Jadelyn chuckled knowingly. "Tyrande got you all revved up. If going for a flight doesn't settle that itch, I'll lay myself down in a pile of gold."
The images that flooded my brain did nothing to help me settle down, and I ended up growling as I stomped away. I let the sexual frustration flood me as I shucked my pants and put them in the bracer before shifting.
Bones crackled, and my scales shifted gold, but I continued it going. I wanted to be the mix between gold and red where they swirled together on me.
Pushing myself towards the wild chaos, I worked to shift towards the burning wild fire that was my red half. I felt my scales change and stopped myself once again partway through.
"Damn. That's a pretty cool trick," Jadelyn whistled at me.
I snorted, feeling a little smug and beat my one red and one gold wings, sending gold scattering with the wind and taking flight. Immediately, the wind in my face cooled me down. It wasn't a cold shower, but it helped a little.
My wings beat and pushed me higher. I looked at my four claws dangling under my body.
The back right and the front left were red, while the other two were gold. As the scales moved up my body from my legs, they swirled together, trading places in the middle of my body. And small threads of gold wound their way through my claws, like the thin strands when mixing paint.
I felt powerful, confident of my strength. I knew that I needed every advantage I could get to face off against Ikta when we left here.
That thought brought me back to the present and searching for the second half of her power. I began scanning the ground ahead of me, swooping above the trees with my massive wingspan and sending a few small critters scattering.
Tia's 'study' really felt like a forest. I could see the enchantment on the ceiling of the cavern that made the fake sun shine and the illusion of clouds. It wasn't a real place, but Tiamat had clearly used her great power to make a mimicry of the real world for her to rest in and revel in her hoard.
I kept pumping my wings, dipping down to scout for where she'd keep her trophies. Not far into my flight, I spotted a wide cave entrance and angled for it. It seemed significant enough to check out.
I swooped low, landing roughly at the edge of the cave. I beat my wings to arrest my flight and not crash into it. The jingle of coins and the clang of weapons sounded inside the cave, along with a feminine shriek.
I ducked my head and stepped into the cave as my eyes adjusted. When they did, they were locked on the sight in front of me.
Yev had been thrown into a mound of gold by the cave entrance. Gold coins had flown up and were sprinkled along her body, the skirt she'd borrowed from Morgana blown up, revealing that she hadn't borrowed panties as well.
My throat rumbled at seeing her half naked in the gold.
"Zach!" she said, recovering from being tossed into the pile.
As she took in my face, Yev bit her lip and blushed as her violet eyes swirled with emotion and magic. She stared right into my own eyes, an unyielding resolve entering them as she stretched and spread her legs amid the gold. 
"Come join me."
It was an offer only an idiot would turn down.
I moved forward, still in my dragon form, and grabbed her with my massive claw. Flapping my wings to once again move us airborne, I moved us deeper into the cave, knocking over piles of gold and racks of weapons before I planted her in the gold once again.
I breathed heavily and stared down at Yev as she lay panting amid the gold. I spoke in my dragon voice. "Are you sure? There's no going back."
Unlike Tyrande, there was no confusion in Yev's gaze.
"Mark me and mate me," Yev declared.
I let out a bellowing roar that made the gold in the cave rattle before I shifted down to my normal self. 
"Marking second. Mating first," I growled.
Yev slipped off her dress and ran her hands through the gold coins. The tinkling of the coins was music to my ears as I leaned down over her.




Chapter 24


My body had already been primed after my interaction with Tyrande. Yev, asking me to mark her, put me over the edge.
"Zach. I need you." Yev ran her hands along my chest and around the back of my head, pulling me down to her.
Her breath washed over my face, and I closed my eyes as I kissed her. Her lips curled around my own, pushing and pulling, encouraging me. I kissed her back, pulling her into my body as she opened her mouth slightly, allowing me to enter and taste her.
"Yev," I groaned. My erection rose to the occasion, already more than ready to slip into her folds.
She put a finger to my lips and blushed as her other hand came between us, and her long fingers curled around my shaft.
Her fingers flexed and shifted, tugging at me like she was playing an instrument. "Tell me what feels good."
"Tighter, and brush the head with your thumb." I put my face in the crook of her neck and nibbled along her neck.
I wanted to mark her so badly. And I knew exactly where I would place my mark. My lips went down to her collar, and I nibbled at the spot. Yev shivered under me and pumped me more energetically. She was in a hurry to finish and get her mark.
I kept myself hovering over her with one arm. The other cupped her chest. Yev was thinner, a feline grace to her. Her chest was just barely a handful, but they were more than enough. Running my thumb over her nipple, I circled her areolas as the pink bud perked up.
Seeing the other looking lonely, I dipped my head and kissed it, licking the other nipple into similar excitement. I could smell her arousal as I tugged on the nipple with my teeth.
Knowing what she was craving, I slowly ran my hand down her sleek abs, watching her body shudder with need for me as I massaged just above her sex.
"Yes," Yev hissed. She spread her legs, becoming wild with lust.
But rather than dive right in, I grabbed her toned thighs and walked my hand down to her ass.
"Mine," I growled, taking a firm grip on it.
"Yours. All yours," she promised me quickly, her face flush as she tilted it to the side in surrender. The way she gave me full access to her neck had my jaw aching to shift.
I needed to be inside her. Immediately. Done playing games, I lined myself up and tested the waters with my tip.
Her legs hooked around the small of my back and gently pushed me in. "Don't be gentle. I want it rough. Bury me in these coins."
I pushed into her. She was tight, but she was also slick with need. 
"Careful what you ask for." I felt like a wild animal on the edge of being set loose.
As soon as I bottomed out inside her, I moved and pinned her shoulders down, bracing myself up as I started to pump into her sweet paradise. "Yev, you feel so good."
When she tensed her thighs around me, it became even tighter, making me really work to push. Her hips lifted with every retreat. I pounded her hips into the coins, making them clank musically. A few clattered down the mound.
"Yes. Harder. I want your kid. Put it in me!" she begged, her hands scratching at my side.
I lost it, shoving her shoulders into the pile of gold and shaking the whole mound as I tried to put a child in her. 
"Yev. You're mine," I growled, feeling my peak coming.
"Yours to breed. Come for me." She stared back up at me with adoration in her eyes.
My jaw crackled as it shifted, and I buried my face against her collar, biting down even as magic seared my jaw. Yev screamed in release and her hips bucked as I pumped my hot seed into her womb and marked her as mine.
I shuddered in my own pleasure of my release before collapsing on top of her.
"Yes, my mate. Rest for a moment on top of me, then we will do this again and again until you put a child in me," she whispered into my ear.
I growled, and my cock twitched inside of her.
Coming down from the moment, I turned my head and regarded her. "Are you on the pill?"
"I am—well, the magical equivalent, but seeing how much it drives you wild, I'm going to keep telling you to breed me. We can talk about stopping it later so you can really breed me, fill me with your dragonlings."
Once again, I twitched inside of her at the idea. I didn't even lift myself off of her, just slowly stroking inside of her while laying on her. "You are playing with fire."
"Maybe I want to get burned." She nibbled at my neck. "But I want to change it up. Get off of me for a second."
I pulled out of her, missing the snug warmth instantly.
Yev rolled over and got on her hands and knees. "Get back in there." 
She wiggled her tight little bubble butt; her sex was visible between her thighs.
I grabbed her hips and dug my knees into the gold coins until I was at the right height to slide into her wet warmth once again. “You feel great.” 
I ran my palm along the small of her back, making her arch downward and creating more fiction for myself.
"Breed me, my mate," she moaned and made eye contact over her shoulder as she wiggled her hips into me.
"No, I'll savor you this time." Slowly, I pushed in and out of her, dragging along her walls.
The first round had taken the edge off, and I was going to play with my newest mate.
***Yev lay panting amid the gold coins, a few of them sticking to her sweaty body. "Zach, do you think the crystal is here?"
I chuckled. "Really haven't looked around this cave. Something distracted me." I kissed her legs and thought about another round.
She traced the multiple bite marks on her neck and shoulders. Only one of them was magical in nature, but I kept wanting to bite her and reclaim her every time we coupled.
I realized I might have gone a little overboard. There was no way the others would miss the marks when we made our way back, but I couldn't help the smug satisfaction of my beast as it took in the marks. They decorated her far better than any necklace.
"Don't you dare bite me again," she pouted, touching the enchanted bite and tracing it. "I'm already going to have problems when I get back to the group."
I shrugged. "They will have to deal. You are my mate now, and there is no going back. And besides, we knew each other before I came and met any of these other dragons. You are rightfully first."
"True. Now, let's focus on what we came here to do. Let's see..." She trailed off, getting to her feet and wandering the gold pile until she pulled at a cloth stuck in it.
It was a bright red dress. It had rubies woven in and a plunging neckline that made me lick my lips.
"Don't," she warned me as she slipped it on. "I'm getting dressed so that you will stop seducing me. I think this cave might be where she'd hide it."
I growled and stood, pulling a pair of jeans out of my bracer. "Covering yourself in jewels only makes me want you more."
She gave me a knowing smile. "Noted. But how the heck are you still horny?" We'd gone at it several times by that point.
I shrugged. "They always said dragon libido was crazy."
"This is just absurd. You need a big harem, or you are going to wear us all out.” She kicked at the pile of gold and then slid down the side deeper into the cave.
Jumping, I hit the slope with the heel of my foot and slid down as casually as I could. The cave wasn’t deep. But beyond the massive gold pile seemed to be plenty of junk. Swords were on racks, pieces of cracked armor littered the space with more than a few skulls.
“You might be right,” I told Yev. “These are trophies. Weapons, armor, and skulls of those she’s defeated. Either that or mother dearest had been collecting skulls for the skull throne.”
“Skull throne?” Yev raised an eyebrow. “Is there something I need to know about my mate?”
I shrugged. “You were the one that begged me to bite you. Welcome to the family. Now you need to collect blood for the blood god and skulls for the skull throne.”
She paused, hesitation painted her face.
“It’s an internet joke.” I rolled my eyes. Sometimes I forgot they were disconnected from it. “Right? There’s no paranormal blood god, is there?”
Yev breathed a sigh of relief. “No, not that I’m aware of. But I’m sure there is something that could be construed as one.”
I pushed over a stack of armor that clattered to the floor, breaking into pieces, worn away by time.
I spoke to myself, trying to puzzle it out. “If I were Tia, and I had half of the power of a fae queen, where would I put it?”
“How about on a shelf, collecting dust next to skulls?” Yev said, sounding oddly specific.
Following her line of sight, I saw a jagged pile of dust lying next to skulls. Wading through the mess, I reached the spot and brushed aside the dust, revealing a brilliant amethyst crystal that churned with sealed magic.
Even standing right next to it, I couldn’t feel the mana from it. But when I picked it up, I could feel the raw power in it.
“Oh. This is it.” Inside the purple crystal, the colors swirled and drew my attention deeper into it. There was something inside, beckoning to me, tantalizing my senses. I drew the crystal closer, wondering if I would see what was calling to me.
“Zach?” Yev pulled my attention away.
“Huh?”
“You’ve been staring at it for a minute,” Yev replied, eyeing me.
I blinked, glancing back at it, wondering where that minute had just gone. “Just mesmerizing to look at.” I stuffed it in my bracer, feeling the need to get it out of my sight. “Come on. Let’s get back to the rest. I heard they were preparing another pig.”
Yev licked her lips. “Sex always makes me hungry.”
“Makes you hungry? I did all the work,” I teased.
“Don’t make it sound like you didn’t love every second of it.” She patted me on the cheek, suddenly far more familiar with me. “Can you hold the dress for me?”
It fell to the floor, weighed down by the jewels. I licked my lips as I took in her curves.
“Bad.” She bopped me on the nose. “I’m going to shift. Meet me outside.” Yev took two large strides as her skin turned green and she expanded.
I stuffed her dress into my bracer with a grumble before I eyed the massive pile of gold. Holding up my bracer, I activated the enchantment. It was like a vacuum as it sucked up the gold, but it was too slow.
Pausing, I shifted. The bracer grew along with my body. I tried again, waving it over the massive mounds of treasure, sucking up most of the nearby gold. I didn’t scour every corner, knowing that there would be more in Tiamat’s study than my bracer could ever hold.
I turned back around and thumped my way out of the cave.
Yev met me by winding her neck around mine in a serpentine hug. “Love you. Now, let’s go. And be prepared for some angry dragons.”
“Why don’t you just heal the bites?”
She gasped, pulling out of entwining our necks. “Because I don’t want to. They are tokens of your love and possessiveness. I like them and will let them heal naturally.” With that, she took a few stomping steps and took to the air once again.
I rolled my eyes. Women. Rather than try to understand them, I beat my mismatched wings, taking to the air after her.
She flew quickly, forcing me to speed up to keep up with her.
I was several times her size, but she was far more experienced in the air, darting forward and dodging me as I tried to catch her. If I caught her, my beast was clamoring for another round.
But soon we reached the others, and she dove, landing next to the fire, which smelled deliciously like roasted pig.
I landed beside her and shifted back to normal, except for a little drool building up in the corner of my mouth. “That smells delicious.” I said.
But I received silence in response. None of them were even paying attention to me. All the women present were staring at Yev, covered in bite marks.
Right. “Here, Yev, your dress.” I pulled it out of my bracer and handed it to her, only then realizing I was making it worse.
“Holy shit, that is a dress?” Tyrande tried to distract them. “Are those actual rubies?”
Yev nodded excitedly and hurried over to her sister. “We found it in one of Tiamat’s treasure piles.”
While she had tried to soften the moment for her sister, I could see Tyrande also eyeing the bite marks.
Chloe went into a coughing fit that sounded suspiciously like she was trying to smother a laugh, while Larisa did her best to look innocent.
“Is it customary to not mention the fact that she’s very clearly been claimed by our king?” Polydora broke the ice like a sledgehammer to a car windshield. “She is covered in your bites and reeks of your sex.”
I noted that Polydora was not subtle.
“Poly!” Trina chided her.
“What? She clearly has mated; the same thing we all want. Come, Yev, share the tale of your first mating with our king. We are interested to know what he likes. Well, beyond using you as a chew toy.” She managed to say it all with a straight face.
I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be appalled or impressed.
Tyrande held up a hand. “Um, question. Does he always bite this much?” She looked at my current mates, as if they held some secret.
Scarlett shrugged. “Sometimes he can get a little bitey with Morgana, but she can handle it. I only get nibbles besides this one.” She pulled back her biker jacket to show off her own mark.
“It helps if you have a bone or something in bed. You can shove in his mouth when he’s getting a little snappy.” Jadelyn bit the air for emphasis before she broke into peals of laughter.
The dragons looked like they were taking notes.
I rolled my eyes. “There are no bones in bed. I do not require a bone, nor have we ever used one.” I turned to Jadelyn. “Don’t mislead the dragons, or they will start thinking strange thoughts.”
Tyrande held up her hand like she was asking a question in class, but spoke when she had my attention. “So, just for clarity’s sake, if I don’t want to have to wear turtlenecks for the rest of my life, do I need to bring a chew toy to bed with me?” She could barely hold back her laughter as she said it.
“Sister,” Yev pouted, looking a little embarrassed. Just moments ago, she had been so proud of the marks on her.
“He slept with my baby sister. I get to make fun of him.” Tyrande turned to me. “You’ll take good care of my sister from now on, right?”
“The best,” I said without hesitation.
Tyrande gave me a sharp nod. At least I had her approval.
“Are you leaving me, Tyrande?” Yev asked, caution in her tone.
“No, but I still have to look out for my little sister. That comes first.” She put her hands on her hips and stared down at the marked up green dragon. “My relationship with you always comes first.”
I patted Tyrande’s head. “Glad you are such a good sister. But I’m starving. Let’s eat.” 
While the shock of my mating with Yev was amusing, I wanted food. The pig sizzling over the fire was going to make me snappy in other ways.
Larisa rushed to tear off one of the pig’s legs and give it to me. “Worked up a good appetite while the rest of us were diligently looking for the crystal?”
I took it from her and tore into the meat. “Actually, Yev found it.” 
I had failed to mention it was after the sex and let them believe what they wanted. Pulling the purple crystal from my bracer, I held it for everyone to see.
“Very pretty.” Larisa’s focus was drawn into the crystal, much like mine earlier.
I frowned, watching her must have been like my first view of it. “It holds a vast amount of power, and I’m going to consume it before we leave and I duel the spider queen.”
“Are you sure that is the best course of action? Foreign power is often dangerous,” Polydora warned me.
I grunted in response. Ikta had taken out multiple dragons before she’d absorbed the first half of her power. I needed the edge if I had any chance of winning this duel.




Chapter 25


The bones of two more pigs lay scattered around our little camp site as I held the crystal in my hand.
“Zach, what’s wrong?” Scarlett squinted at me.
“Nothing. Just thinking about it. I have a duel after we leave here, and we are running out of pigs,” I tried to lighten the moment.
She didn’t laugh. “I know you. Something is bothering you.”
Bart’s warning that the power in this crystal could harm me echoed in my mind. But I didn’t have a choice. As the king of dragons, I needed to step up. The second half of her power was an opportunity to protect all of them from Ikta and her faction.
That was what it meant to be king. The bowing and the women throwing themselves at me was a perk, but that wasn’t being king. I needed to protect my people, even at the risk of personal cost.
Scarlett was still staring at me, watching me.
“This is just a lot of weight on my shoulders. Taking on the duel to protect my entire race. And she was formidable even without the power up. She held off Herm, Tim, Brom, and Chloe’s mother. She escaped instead of winning, but still.” I had sensed no changes in her when I met her on the beach, but she would likely absorb the first half of her power before our duel.
All the ladies were listening.
“Once you absorb the power, we can train. I bet the girls can round up a few more pigs, and you can get some more rest before you need to fight,” Morgana offered.
“That sounds reasonable,” Polydora echoed, followed by the rest of the girls in their own words.
I clenched the crystal tightly, making my skin stretch across my knuckles. Even with the force of my strength, the stone didn’t give in my hand. “Okay, I’m going to shift to absorb this. Please give me some space.”
Walking away from the campsite, I tossed the stone high into the air and shifted.
Bones crackled and scales erupted from my human skin as I became a huge dragon, towering over my mates. I snapped up the crystal out of the air and shifted to my hybrid gold and red dragon form, swallowing it like a pill.
For a moment, I paused, feeling the rough stone slide down my throat, scratching me on the way down.
“Anything, Zach?” Jadelyn shouted.
I shook my gigantic head.
Suddenly, I wondered if I’d messed up and was going to have to wait for it to come out the other side. I grimaced, not liking that concept.
As my mind swirled with all the awful ways the crystal could come out, it suddenly felt like something just sucker punched me in the gut. I felt bloated, like when I’d first eaten the Silver Slave.
I doubled over, resting my head on the ground and let out a low groan as foreign mana flooded into my body.
“Zach!” 
I heard the shout, but it felt distant. I was too focused on what was happening inside of me.
I felt like a water balloon stretching past its limits, where it stretches so far that it was nearly transparent. My skin tore as I grew larger rapidly, and my natural healing went into overdrive, trying to replace the skin tissue and supplement my growing frame.
Compared to the growth I had faced while eating the Silver Slave, this was far more sudden and violent. I could feel a rushing power winding through my body. It was doing more than just growing my body; it was becoming a part of me and strengthening what already existed.
I let out a low roar as I ground my face against the ground.
Yev came over as a dragon and locked horns with me. “You got this, Zach. It’ll be over shortly.”
“Hurts,” I moaned as the power continued to crackle through me, ripping open my muscles and healing them shut repeatedly. It was by far the most strained my body had ever felt.
A muscle that I didn’t realize I had in the back of my head exploded. It felt like pop rocks in my brain, as I could feel the same strength I used when I cast spells expand, then redouble and quadruple.
But all of a sudden, it all came to a chilling halt. Everything faded. I felt completely numb to the world.
I fell down and rolled over.
“Zach.” Yev’s head popped into view.
Groaning was about all I could manage in response. The crackling in my brain had settled down, but I wasn’t feeling up to speaking words. Not yet.
Something stepped on my snout, and I wiggled it.
“Don’t toss me.” 
I recognized Morgana’s Swiss accent. I squinted one eye open to find her stepping in front of my eye. 
“You didn’t grow as much as I expected. Kind of tiny,” she said.
I snorted and a low rumble came from my throat as both the beast and I agreed that we were anything but tiny.
“He’s okay,” Morgana called with a chuckle. “No, you aren’t tiny. I’d never call you that. I’m not sure even my regeneration could keep up with the punishment I’d receive next time in bed.” She stared at me a moment longer. “Blink twice if you are tired.” She eyed me.
Rolling my eyes, I blinked twice and closed them, letting myself relax.
“Shift back, you big lug.” Morgana knocked on my skull, but it was like a gnat hit me in the face.
Regardless, I shifted, feeling my bones crunch and shrink. All the mass disappeared as I once again took on my human form. I continued to shrink until the grass tickled my nose.
“Yev, get him. He needs his rest,” Morgana called as a pair of firm hands lifted me up off the ground. “We certainly aren’t training tonight.”
“It’s like a reverse princess,” Scarlett laughed.
Yev had me in a princess carry and walked as smoothly as she could, like I was the tower of China that would topple over with one wrong step.
The dragons were saying something behind me, but I didn’t care, nestling my face into the soft pillows of Yev’s chest and letting my heavy eyelids pull the curtains closed for now.
***I had half-expected Bart and Tia to come to me again in my dreams, but it didn’t happen. Instead, my dreams were fitfully filled with Ikta and her driders swarming my mates and taking them away as I lost the duel.
Blinking my eyes open, I found myself in the softest red sheets I’d ever felt, along with Jadelyn curled up in my arms.
It only took the gold... everything for me to realize where I was. Tiamat’s little cabin, and more precisely, I was lying in her bed.
“Jade?” I whispered.
She stirred in my arms. “You’re awake.”
“Something like that.” I scratched my chin. “How long have I been out?”
“Most of the night.” Jadelyn turned around in my arms and patted my chest. “You scared me.”
I nuzzled her head to the side and took a deep inhale of her scent. Feeling more satisfied, I kissed her neck before nibbling at the mark on her collar.
She held my head there, and for a moment, we just soaked up the physical connection, letting both our presences reassure the other. Then my hands wandered to her hips and up her sleek sides.
“Okay, now we need to get up or you’ll keep me in bed all day.” Jadelyn wiggled out of my grasp. “Besides, if Morgana and Polydora found you fucking instead of doing a little practice with them, they’d be furious.”
I put my face down in the bed for a moment as if recharging, before sitting up. “Alright, ready.”
Morgana was going to work me over, but I didn’t know about Polydora. Although, I didn’t really get the soft vibe from her. Something told me she’d be an intense coach.
“It won’t be that bad. You have to fight soon, so they can’t completely destroy you. They found a few more things to eat, but we are running low. If we stay another day, you are only going to get weaker as you get hungry.”
I frowned at her. “That’s not inspiring.”
The door to the cabin shot open, and Morgana strutted in. “Get up. Let’s go.”
“You are grumpy,” I teased.
“Hungry, but I don’t want to feed on you. We need you to keep up your strength.”
As if summoned, my stomach growled. Just a portion of the two pigs had not been enough for my greedy dragon.
“Thank you. But you can take a sip.” I offered my neck to her.
She glared at me. “No. I’ll be fine. We’ll get out of here later today. Then you’ll kick some spider bitch ass, and I’ll fucking lick your wounds if I have to while Jadelyn shovels food into your fat face.”
Talk about hangry. Morgana was in a terrible mood, which only meant that this training was going to be brutal.
“Now, let’s go. Chop chop.” Morgana hustled me outside, where the rest of the ladies were huddled around a fire and looked up to see me awake.
Polydora got up and walked over with a crude spear fashioned with a blunt rock at the end.
“Oh, weapon fighting?” I asked.
“No.” Polydora jutted the blunt rock into my face, and I bent over backwards to dodge it before the shaft swept my legs.
I spun in the air, landing on my hands and knees before rolling out of the way. “Now wait a minute.”
She jabbed at me several more times to make her point. “Ikta has eight spears on her body.”
Understanding that training had officially started, I flipped to my feet and got my hands up, ready to fight.
Morgana came in to fight me, jabbing in a boxing stance. I blocked her only for Polydora’s spear to come over her shoulder and clip me before I could get out of the way.
“She has more limbs than you. You will have to be aware and use more than just your fists.” Polydora jabbed repeatedly over Morgana’s shoulder while Morgana tried to grab me and tie me down in a grapple.
I growled and shifted to my dragon knight form, but because I was fighting a bronze dragon and Morgana, I changed my colors to bronze and blue.
“Yes, use more than just your hands,” Polydora encouraged.
Morgana ducked out of the way, and I verified nobody else was behind Polydora as I blocked the spear and jutted my hand forward.
“Envokus,” I roared.
All of a sudden, the surrounding area was like one of those static globes they sell at the mall. I was wreathed by lightning going every which direction, but mostly forward.
Polydora was picked up by the sheer quantity and force of the lightning and thrown away from me as the dangerous tendrils lashed out, shattering trees and blowing clods of dirt into the air.
It left a cone maybe fifty yards long of destruction.
“Are you trying to kill me?” Morgana hit me from the side while I was still stunned.
“No. I’d never. I didn’t expect it to be so... big.”
Polydora stood up and brushed herself off as if the lightning had done nothing but tickle her. “That was one of the largest blasts I’ve ever seen. It’s comparable to my father’s strongest.”
Others had been watching my sparring, but now they were all coming over.
“You have absolutely zero control,” Chloe chided me. “You are like a toddler with a gun.”
“At least I’m immune to my own spells.” I grinned.
Based on the stares coming back at me, they didn’t find it funny.
“Why should he fight with his fists if he has that kind of magic? Besides, Ikta is the queen of the wild fae. Fae queens fight with magic and armies. Rarely their own hands,” Larisa commented. “If we can turn it into a duel of magic, then he won’t have to worry about her additional limbs.”
I liked that idea, because just one of Polydora’s spears had been hard enough to manage. Eight would be a challenge that might end with a few extra holes in my body.
“This sounds like a good idea. Really, that just sort of felt like sneezing. I could do that a dozen times and not flinch.” I pointed to the mess I had made.
The dragons were looking at me like I was an idiot.
“No, here, watch.” I raised my hand, shifting my scales to gold and red. I also noticed that doing the dual colors was requiring less focus. Since my first fight in the tower, my colors had been coming easier. Part of the block on what I was had disappeared.
“Don’t!” Chloe jumped on my arm. “Dear god. Are you an idiot? Fire that size would smoke us out of here.”
I glared at her.
“Uh... my king.” She quickly let go of me and bowed with her hand, showing her blue scales on her shoulder. “I apologize for my familiarity and my words.”
I grunted and then chuckled. “Using that level of magic on fire is probably a terrible idea. Which should I try?”
Trina raised her hand. “Let’s rule out death, fire, and acid. Maybe stick with lightning, and the two that can handle it. Frost might be the safest though.”
“Frost,” Larisa declared. “Come, if you are going to fight with magic, you need to learn some spells quickly.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me a little away from the group. “Besides, you can use the other elements later.”
The other dragons were glaring at Larisa, who had clearly taken advantage of the situation to get alone time, but they all seemed to agree that frost was the least dangerous at intense levels.
“Love you, husband, but I’m going to go somewhere else. I’m sure we’ll be able to see the magic from the entrance.” Jadelyn waved to me as Scarlett dragged her away.
I watched them leave, not loving that I was so dangerous that they had to stay away from me. But I knew Scarlett was just being careful.
“So, let’s try frost.” I raised my hand, pointing into the valley. “Envokus.”
It was like I had just unleashed a localized blizzard in front of me. Chilly, white winds swept out of my palm and froze everything in front of me. I couldn’t see beyond the frost.
Larisa, who had been standing next to me, was now frosted. Her eyelashes were now white, and ice crystals stuck to her skin. 
“I wasn’t even in front of you,” she grumbled and batted the ice off herself.
The other girls that hadn’t gone with Scarlett and Jadelyn were turning back as they fled from the frigid cold I had suddenly created.
“So, how do I fix that? I really wasn’t putting much into it,” I asked.
“Focus it. Imagine a narrower scope as you say the words.” Larisa went over and kicked a spot free of ice. “Concentrate on just this spot. Make a big block of ice.”
Narrowing my eyes in focus, I lifted my hand once again and spoke, “Envokus.” 
It was more like a firehose than a mister this time. I was able to hit the spot, freezing it and splashing out behind it in a narrow cone.
“Better. But you don’t need much control for the fight you are about to do. Blasting away will work fine. But what we need to get you to learn is a defensive spell.” Larisa chewed her lip. “Contegos is a simple shielding spell for yourself.”
“There’s a different spell for shielding someone else?” I asked, liking the idea of being able to protect my mates.
Larisa rolled her eyes. “Walk before you can run. We are talking about controlling single word spells. This is like day one of magic class.”
I suddenly had an idea. Fishing in my bracer, I pulled out the ornate jewel that held Tia and Bart’s memories. “Hold this.”
“What is it?” Larisa looked strangely at it as she held it in her hands. “There’s a woman in there.”
“That’s Tiamat,” I replied.
“What?!” Larisa juggled it, nearly dropping it before she threw her whole body around it to protect it. Once she’d successfully saved it, she held it back in awe. “This is Tiamat?”
The woman in the largest facet of the jewel nodded and waved excitedly at Larisa.
“Yup. We are going to see if she has anything she can help me with. Mom, I absorbed the second half of Ikta’s power, and my magic seems to be stuck on blast. I also have... uh... pretty much no experience with magic," I admitted, scratching the back of my head.
"He only knows one spell," Larisa said politely to Tia. "He can do Envokus, but it makes a mess. We are going to have to duel Ikta in magic, but I was going to teach him Contegos for protection."
Tia bobbed her head in the gem before pointing at me.
Bart entered the view, dragging a bench and sitting down on it. I could see him trying to convince Tia to come sit next to him.
"That's Bahamut?"
"He goes by Bart. I think it was his last incarnation's name," I clarified.
Larisa looked at me incredulously. I shrugged. I understood that they were features of legend to her and something between heroes and gods of our kind, but they seemed like normal people to me. 
"Well, they are watching, so give Contegos a try to keep it small,” she said.
Shit, I suddenly felt nervous doing it in front of my parents.
"Here goes nothing." I raised my hand. "Contegos."
Interlocking hexagons spread from my hand and curved halfway around me, protecting my front one hundred and eighty degrees.
"That wasn't bad." I smiled.
Larisa's jaw hung open. "You were supposed to only make one to three of those."
Tia jumped from foot to foot, clapping her hands as her hair swished behind her. Bart held his head in his hands. Tia's energy was contagious, and I couldn't help but smile at her praise.
"But this works? I don't feel a strain." Holding out my hand, the hexagons shimmered midair.
"You probably shouldn't, not with the power of a fae queen. Dragons are powerful, but so much of our power is our physical might. We largely use our magic when the physical might fail, or when we're fighting those with magic, like when the dragons entered the forest to attack the driders." She shook her head.
"Why am I not trying to fight her as a dragon, then?" I asked.
Larisa shrugged. "There might be an opportunity. But I have to agree with the others. She's had centuries to learn how to fight with all of her deadly legs. And she'll know how to use your size against you. If you were fighting the driders, you could use brute force, but Ikta will require more than that."
She took a few steps back. "Now hold out your hand again. Hit the targets and nothing else." Larisa mumbled under her breath as she created several floating rings of ice.
I smiled. Target practice I could handle. I shot my hand out, aiming for the nearest target.




Chapter 26


I tore off the last of the pig. The others had refused to eat any, wanting me to restore as much of my energy as I could.
"Thank you." I dipped my head to them, changing the scales on the back of my hand.
"N-no problem at all." Trina waved her hands frantically. "Really. You are fighting for our entire race to be left in peace. I don't know what we would have done if they'd attacked before you'd become king."
I met all of their eyes for a moment before I nodded. "You all stay here."
"Absolutely not!" Jadelyn stomped her foot.
"This is going to be a nasty fight. I don't want to have to worry about spells flinging about and harming one of you. Ikta is the kind of person to use exactly that to her advantage," I told them.
Jadelyn puffed out her cheeks.
Scarlett put a hand on her shoulder. "You know he's right."
"Damn it, Scar. For once, can it not be about my safety? Zach is about to fight a fae queen; I want to be there for him when it is over." Jadelyn turned a pleading expression to Scarlett.
She paused and looked up at the ceiling. "This is a terrible idea."
"But you are going to let me watch." Jadelyn grinned from ear to ear, knowing that she had won.
"We'll be there and able to provide cover should there be danger," Polydora commented, trying to aid Jadelyn.
Scarlett let out a defeated sigh. "Fine. But you stay behind the dragons. And if Ikta tries to use us, we are gone. We'll use the dragons to fly us out to the barge and leave Morgana behind to help him."
Jadelyn bobbed her head excitedly. "Done. We'll do that."
I wrinkled my nose, but it seemed like a reasonable enough plan. "Come on then. Follow out after me. First sign of trouble and you are gone."
Jadelyn jumped forward and kissed me, followed by Yev, Morgana, and finally Scarlett.
We'd come into Tiamat's study looking for the crystal, but I came out with a vast wealth in my bracer. And Morgana had also tucked away quite the stash. The others would have less, but I had a feeling there were some rare jewels in their pockets. Not that I begrudged them in the slightest.
I had noticed that each of them seemed to be in new and very expensive dresses. Trina had even found one that looked like tiny little chain mail links. They were clustered tightly enough that it was actually opaque.
I stepped out, now filled with much more power. My dragon had grown little, but my capacity for magic had exploded. It was time to put it to the test.
Stepping through the portal, I squinted my eyes. The sun was high in the sky. It was close to noon if I had to guess.
And the driders had been working. The cliff face surrounding the beach now had several yards of web that extended up over the top. It was so thick; I wondered if it would stop a projectile.
As I stepped out, my arrival caused the driders to stir. Clacking noises sounded as they started jostling about. But my eyes moved to Ikta. She'd set up a throne made up of dark purple carapaces and spiny legs flaring out behind her.
She had changed. Her hair, still dark, caught the light of the day and turned purple. Her spider legs were purple as well, and she had painted her lips. They were currently parted in a rich, velvety smile.
"You're back." She stood, and the dress she wore twinkled like the midnight sky, even as it slid down over her long legs as she took a languid stride that made her hips sway.
Behind me, my mates and the others stepped out of the study as well.
Ikta watched them with slightly narrowed eyes. "I thought our duel was one on one, as the dragon customs are."
"You said you wouldn't harm anyone else on this island until the duel is concluded. They will watch." I nodded for them to get going, and the dragons picked up the non-dragons, launching themselves up the cliff face where the driders parted, making room for them.
"They are lovely women. When you become my pet, are they a package deal?" Ikta chuckled, her eyes shining bright purple.
"You wish. This is a duel between us. Intentionally harming the spectators is forfeit."
Ikta raised her hand. "I give my word that I will not attack intending to harm those watching or others on the island. However, that only goes as far as you holding yourself to the same rules."
I grunted. "Agreed. There's no reason for me to attack your driders; your supply seemed to be inexhaustible."
She laughed and twisted her body shyly. "You say the sweetest things." As she did that, though, the eight spider limbs rose behind her ominously.
"It wasn't a compliment. Let's get this over with. If I win, you will not bother the dragons or their allies for a thousand years," I reminded her of the terms of the duel.
She nodded. "If I win, you become my pet. You'll make such a little lovely plaything, especially now that you've allowed some of my power in you." She giggled like a girl with a secret.
I suddenly had a very bad feeling. Her words made it sound like I'd done her a benefit; I'd expected her to be angry since I had consumed her power.
But it was too late to back out. I'd agreed to the duel and her power had already become part of me. "Both of our conditions require the other to be alive; we will fight to submission."
"Perfect. I know exactly how to make you beg for it to end." She winked at me and blew me a kiss.
As she made the move, I felt something brush across my mind. I quickly shifted my mind to my mates and my dragons, breaking whatever she was trying.
"We haven't started yet," I growled.
But she waved a finger at me, tisking. "We agreed to start as soon as you came back through the portal. And that was just a little glamour to make things fun. Come on, do you not find me attractive?" 
She put her hands around her chest, letting them glide over her hourglass figure. She smoothed out her dress as she gave me bedroom eyes.
"Just a little taste. What could it hurt?" She finished by hooking a finger at me, and I felt a sudden tug as the beast in my chest became as obedient as a puppy, rolling over on his back for her. That was new.
I growled and slammed a wall down on my thoughts, trying to break whatever spell she had slipped around me. 
"Cut the shit," I roared, feeling better with the release.
"You took a little of my power, that of the wild fae. Don't you feel like throwing everything to the wind and joining me on the sand? I'd give birth to dozens, maybe even hundreds, of dragons for you. I'd let you use me, grind me into the sand until dragons flood the world." She hugged herself and her tongue flitted out, licking her painted lips.
"And I'd be your pet." Disdain filled my voice.
"The happiest pet ever," she agreed. "But you'd restore your race to unheard levels, and they would have my protection."
I narrowed my eyes. "You tried to have Jadelyn killed. Nat'alet, the trolls... you were involved."
Ikta's sexual play broke, and she scowled, looking up at Jadelyn in the crowd with narrowed eyes. "I wanted her skin. It would have been far easier to pretend to be her and have you breed me."
A shiver went down my spine. She was no longer playing or teasing. She was angry her initial plan hadn't worked. Ikta was messed up in the head if she thought she could pretend to be Jadelyn and I wouldn't notice.
"You know, I'd be furious if I ever found that you harmed my mates," I tried to inject some reason into this conversation.
Ikta was more unhinged than I thought if she'd thought I would have fallen for her initial plan.
"I'd give birth to so many dragons. Mana would blossom throughout the world, and a new era would come. Paranormals would rise up again and humanity would be banished back to the mud. Humanity doesn't deserve this world with how they take care of it." Her eyes locked on me, seeming to return to the present.
I nodded, encouraging her. "So you want to breed dragons? Why me?"
She chuckled. "You are the son of two creatures that were worshiped as gods of the two halves of dragons. For the first time, dragons have one true god of their people." Ikta gave a girlish laugh. "And I'm going to make you my pet. Breed from you an army of each color."
One moment we were talking, the next she was whipping her hand towards me. Purple lightning raced towards me.
"Contegos." A grid of hexagons appeared before me, and the lightning splashed across it like water over a windshield.
I shifted to my dragon knight form as she came over the top of my shield, her spider limbs lashing out. One of her legs grazed my cheek as I kicked off the sand and made space between the two of us. My cheek burned with the cut from that limb. They really were razor sharp.
Ikta paused, bringing her spider leg down in front of her face as she licked my blood off of it. "I don't want to hurt you, my pet."
"Too bad." I leveled my hand at her and poured my anger at her into the word. "Envokus."
Rather than a fireball, what was closer to an explosion roared out of my hand. It covered the other half of the dueling beach and steamed the ocean.
I cursed, wishing I had better control.
As the blast cleared, Ikta was standing there, looking bored. In a circle around her, the beach was covered in a thin layer of glass. "So unrefined. Don't worry, the first thing one needs to do with a new pet is to train them."
I shifted my scales to silver and white and sprayed frost over her, rolling out into the ocean and freezing waves mid swell. Then I kept going, continuing my frost breath for several moments.
A purple shield shimmered around Ikta before it faded, and she laughed merrily. "Chilly. Makes me feel like I'm in the Winter court."
Fire and frost hadn't worked, but I wasn't out of options yet.
As I worked through my next move, I realized that, if she was a wild fae, and she was obsessed with growing the population of dragons to make the paranormal thrive, she was focused on life. Which meant that I should hit her with death.
My scales shifted again to black and copper.
The moment I changed my colors, her expression changed, and I knew I was getting closer. Her spider legs jerked her to the side and raced at me far faster than I thought possible.
Before I could unleash the breath, she was on me and her fist found the soft spot under my jaw, slamming my mouth shut and making me choke. I tried to grab at her, but she was fast and moved around me as a purple cord of magic wrapped around my throat.
"It seems the training must begin early. Such a disgusting breath." She pulled at the magical cord around my throat as she planted a foot on my back.
The beast inside me snarled, and for a moment, I panicked, but then I worked to refocus. Morgana had taught me better than to become desperate just because of a chokehold. It was slightly different, but it was close enough.
Turning my neck, I took the direct pressure off my windpipe and got my claws into the cord. With a soundless roar, I curled forward, ripping the magical cord and lifting all of Ikta's legs off the ground.
She let out a small squeak of surprise, and her eight legs went to work, trying to stabilize her.
But I wasn't going to let her have that time. I spun, grabbing one of the spider legs and planted my hip before whipping back around with the full strength of the king of dragons.
Ikta was ripped off the ground with my strength, and I kept spinning, using my momentum to rob her of opportunity before I slammed her down on the sand.
My hands were claws, and I twisted with both hands, tearing that leg off at the nearest joint as sand sprayed down around us.
Ikta screamed, and seven other spider limbs tried to skewer me.
I jumped back, dodging most of them. Two hit me, one deflected by my scales, but the second found purchase and tore a jagged wound across my chest.
The spider queen was on her feet in an instant, purple magic sprouting from the ground, wrapping over me and cocooning me. 
"You will obey me," she screamed.
Trapped, my shoulders were being crushed by the force of her magic. But I was a goddamn dragon, and I would not be kept down. She would not own me. I was king of the dragons; I would rule.
Drawing on as much of my strength as I could, I pushed. I felt resistance, but I continued pushing, feeling the momentum starting to build like a train leaving the station. Feeling the slightest give, I felt motivated and continued driving my arms outward.
The magic surrounding me cracked, and I lifted my arms until her magical web tore.
Freeing myself, I lifted my claws. I planted both feet in the ground as I stood tall in my dragon knight form, staring her down, anger rippling through my eyes. She dared try to make me submit.
Ikta's eyes grew as my mouth opened quickly.
Death breath spewed out of me. It tasted terrible, but the purple fog rolled across the beach. The fog did nothing to the beach, but as it caught the tip of one of her spider limbs, the limb shriveled, curling in on itself.
Ikta cut it off with a swift chop of her hand and glared back at me. "You are a very disobedient pet. I even allowed you to 'steal' part of my magic. Do you not feel even a little bit grateful for that power?"
I snorted. "You didn't allow me to do shit." Bart had suggested it and I had accomplished it without her.
A smile curled on her lips. "Wrong." She hooked a finger at me. "Come."
To my surprise, I took a step. My legs betrayed me, and I stared down at them, anger growing within me.
Ikta howled with laughter. "Kneel, my pet. You've already slipped the collar around yourself. That was my power. Do you really think it would be so easy to take it for yourself?"
My knees buckled, but I strained, trying to keep myself from kneeling. Anger roared through me, but it did nothing to stop my limbs from obeying her words.
Staring at her, I focused my mind. While she clearly had control over her magic, I still had my magic. And I was the fucking king of dragons.
A growl far deeper than a body my size pulled its way, kicking and screaming from my throat. I felt my death breath rise up inside of me.
"Swallow that breath," she replied simply.
Involuntarily. I did so.
Ikta looked far more comfortable as she strutted up to me. "My pet, why are you resisting kneeling to me? The surrender will be so sweet; you'll live in bliss for your entire life. You'll breed me, and I'll bring an entire gaggle of wild little nymphs that will keep you entertained for eternity."
"Never. I will not leave my mates." The idea of them, the possessiveness I had towards them, became a sudden flare in the growing darkness as Ikta continued to exert her control over me.
"You will, and you will forget they ever even existed." Her nails raked along my scalp. "Just stop fighting and let bliss follow." She stared into my eyes. Her entrancing vision captured me.
My skin prickled with pleasure, and everything around me softened. Muscles went lax and started to drift off.
I could feel my brain sinking into her control, my body already under her spell. But as images of being with her were pushed through my head, I retaliated by pushing other images to the forefront. 
I thought of Jadelyn, Scarlett, and Morgana. I pictured Kelly back home, chasing her pack of idiot betas around as they tried to steal more of the potion. I remembered Yev and Tyrande, picturing them holding hands and beckoning me back to them with the dragon girls further in the distance.
I growled and felt something shift inside of me.
My two halves clashed. The chromatic and metallic parts of my strength came together almost explosively.
In that moment, Ikta's glamour disappeared, my brain returning to me.
I realized I was mere inches from her. My knees had almost touched the ground. I knew that would be surrender and my loss of the duel.
Her magic was strung all throughout my body, tying me up and giving her control, but my mind was mine once again. She had never intended to fight me in the duel, but use it as a way to control me. To force me into seeking the easy path for strength.
I felt my scales shifting, the various dragon colors rippling through my body, my chromatic and metallic colorings working in tandem to grind through Ikta's magic.
"Just a little lower, and you'll submit to me. Submit to an easy, pampered life," Ikta continued to entice me.
Slowly, I felt my body returning to me, but I kept myself limp in front of her, head bowed. I knew that the moment she saw my eyes, she'd realize I was no longer under her control.
"My pet, stop resisting. Kneel and surrender this duel." Her words were like silk rolling across my skin and cupping my face in comfort.
Biting down on my tongue, I kept my wits about me as the duality of my halves ground the new wave of her magic to dust. I felt my body pulse with power, but this time, it was my own.
Gathering my death breath once again, I waited for it to build. It was mere moments, but it felt like ages as I built up enough to end this once and for all.
The moment I had enough, I snapped my head up, spewing purple fog straight into her.
She tried to leap backwards, swinging her spider limbs in front of her to protect herself. The death breath hit her limbs, shriveling them into gray husks before she could get clear.
Ikta slid along the glassy sand on her human legs. Her spider legs were shriveled and curled up like a dead spider.
“No! You partook in my power! It was perfect; you should be mine.” She glared at me as if she was trying to burn a hole in my chest.
I stood and brushed myself off. “I am the king of dragons. You should have known better than to try to tame me.” 
I didn't entirely understand how I had broken her influence, but I knew I would always fight any threats to my mates or my kind. Somehow, the two halves of my strength had come together, swirling together and mixing in a way that I'd never experienced before.
But it had grown my strength, unlocking something long hidden inside of me. Finally, I felt like Tia and Bart's son, with the strength of Bahamut and Tiamat.
My parents' powers had merged, cooperating with each other. I was now whole.
"Appreciate the extra power. I think I'll keep it." I grinned viciously.




Chapter 27


Sand blew up in the air around me as I exploded forward, a maelstrom of power and fury.
This time, Ikta didn't have the spider limbs she'd spent her life using, and she teetered as she tried to get her bearings. She managed to bring up a purple shield to block my fist, but she stumbled backwards with the force.
I hammered the shield with a second hit, breaking it apart with sheer force.
I smiled, remembering what Larisa had said about dragons relying best on force. Now that her legs were no longer in the picture, she couldn't match my fighting abilities.
I shifted my colors to bronze and blue before lightning crackled out of my throat.
The jagged cracks of lightning tore at her clothes as she tried to get away. Her legs locked up and she slid to a knee along the sand, huffing at me as she looked up, her hair a mess of tangles.
But she wasn't giving up. Ikta threw me across the sand with a powerful blast of amethyst magic while she regained her footing. She followed up by filling my vision with purple lances that raced across the beach, peppering me and keeping me from reengaging with her.
Unsteadily, she stood again and wreathed her fists in magic before she charged me. Her magic held against my claws as we dueled it out, and she pressed me up against the stone face of the cliff.
I roared with anger, swiping away a fist, and my jaw opened, crackling with lightning.
But I saw my mates just over Ikta's shoulder and paused.
That hesitation was all she needed as she clocked me and threw me against the stone, her other fist hitting me in the gut. Her hit didn't do much until the magic rolled off of it and tore off my scales and tearing into my flesh over one of my ribs.
I growled and pushed her back, readying for another use of my lightning. This time, I knew what she would do.
Predictably, she tried to use my mates, getting close to me and putting them at her back. But I wasn't a fool to fall for the same trick twice. 
"Contegos," I spat once she was close enough.
My barrier sprang up behind her, caging her in with me as I breathed lightning at point blank range. Ikta convulsed as the lightning coursed through her, falling to the sand.
I was there just a moment later, pinning her to the ground and threatening her with my claws. "You lose. Surrender now."
She sputtered sand out of her mouth. "I surrender. My oaths will be kept."
Fae didn't lie, but I didn't want to risk anything as I leapt back away from her. At least she would be bound by her oaths.
Ikta glared at me across the dueling beach as she stood.
She shifted slightly, the spider limbs disappearing from her back as she stood straighter. "I see." 
Her eyes shifted up to my mates on the cliff face. I wasn't sure which part of the battle she was blaming them for, but it didn't matter.
"Your oath stands," I reminded her.
"I am thinking of other things." She waved her hand, like she was shooing a fly away. "It would seem my attempt to tame you has failed because of them."
I said nothing to verify her claims. She'd already attempted to skin a love interest. I wasn't sure where she drew the line in trying to mate with me, but clearly the line was not rational.
The last thing I needed was for her to come up with some warped way to 'help me'. That was the trick with fae and words. Things could shift with perception.
"Are you leaving?" I asked, realizing that she had never specified a time. Damn it.
I'd overlooked that. She could remain on the island. Her stature wasn't combative, which had me even more on edge.
She was looking at me as if she was appreciating art in a museum. "I'm not sure yet. My power is greatly diminished. If I leave here without some strength behind me, the other two queens will come for me. Yet it seems my gamble to give up part of my power to tame you has failed." She continued eyeing me.
"Now that I understand how to combat your control over me, you will not win." I shifted my scales to black and copper, ready to fight again if needed. My nature had ground down the power she had left in me and nearly used to control me.
Her face shifted into a frown for a moment before it smoothed out. "Do not be so sure. I am not without my own tricks, but harming you doesn't fit my goals either. But you need me alive as well. If I die, no one will hold up my end of the bargain. My forces will continue to hound you and those on this island."
"Are you wanting to call this a stalemate?" I hazarded, trying to get her to the point.
She clapped her hands. "That would be wonderful."
"Too bad," I growled and took a step forward, ice and glass crunching under my feet.
"I'll surrender with an equal guarantee that you will not attack me directly for two years," she quickly added.
I snorted, but stopped to give her words thought. Our prior deal stated that she wouldn't attack me or my allies for a thousand years. Now she was looking for protection as well.
I had learned how to combat her magic, but I didn't underestimate her. She still had years of magic practice on me, and I wasn't about to risk the safety of everybody on the bet that she had no more tricks to produce. I had been warned of royal fae being ruthless enough to set up death curses.
"Fine," I spat. "For two years, me and mine won't strike at you as long as you hold up your end of the bargain. If a single one of your forces so much as sneezes on my mates, the deal is gone."
She narrowed her eyes, but she seemed to give in. "Fine. Now let us off this island."
"Send your driders back where they came from. I'll ship you off on a dinghy to the middle of the ocean if I have to."
I pulled out a pair of jeans from my bracer. I'd been keeping it well stocked given how often I seemed to need them. Pants in hand, I shifted and slid them on while Ikta watched me with her amethyst eyes.
"If you do ever change your mind—" She gave me a sultry wink.
"I won't. Get rid of your driders and leave. Don't ever let me find you back on this island." I realized that we'd probably have to burn the jungle before we left. Otherwise, we'd never get rid of all the webs or feel sure that any remaining driders were gone.
She had snuck onto the island to summon the driders. If she had been able to teleport in from the outside, she wouldn't have had to go to those lengths of sneaking in.
Ikta drew her leg through the sand, and a portal opened up before her. "We are leaving. Grab everyone," she called.
"Yes, mother," the driders said in unison.
Whispers passed back through them, and the spider women started filing out of the jungle.
"Come on. Let's go." I waved to my wives.
"My king." Polydora bowed at the edge of the cliff. "Allow me to carry you and your mates."
I shrugged. At least I wouldn't be taking off my jeans again. "Sure."
Polydora slipped off her dress and handed it to Trina before she stretched like a cat. But as she stretched, she elongated, growing many times in size rapidly before me and taking on rich bronze scales.
When she was finished, she was large, several times the size of a bus.
The ladies climbed onto her while she let her tail slide down the cliff face for me.
"What about me?" Ikta shouted, looking put out that we were already leaving and moving onto our next tasks.
"Leave through that portal. I assume you can do that?" I grabbed Polydora's tail and lifted myself up before her tail curled and lifted me up the cliff.
Ikta crossed her arms, scowling at me as driders filed in through the portal after her.
It was already a miracle that I hadn't torn her in two. But I was a leader, and that meant that I had to take the chance to protect my people. I'd heard of the famed trickery of the fae; I wasn't interested in testing it before I knew more.
And should she misstep just once, I'd be there to end her. I doubted it would come to that. She'd be working against her own goals if she tried to reignite a fight between the dragons and herself.
Ikta wanted to grow the paranormals, which meant she needed me and the rest of the dragons. She would do what she could to keep dragons alive. It was what she might do to further our race that concerned me more than anything else.
We stared at each other all the way to Polydora taking off.
I knew she'd leave once the driders were out. I also knew I'd see her again. But for now, my people would be protected, and I would have time to prepare before facing off against her again. I needed serious help with my magic, but I had people all around me who could teach me.
For now, my focus shifted back to the conclave and restoring my kind.
I was the son of Bahamut and Tiamat. The secret was out, and there would be expectations. Ikta's distraction had served to help me dodge that conversation, but it would come soon.
They would push for the restoration of the red dragons. And I hoped to still find answers around my family. While I was fairly certain the last incarnations must have come together, I still didn't know why I'd been left to figure life out on my own.
I thought about the folder sitting in my hoard with a picture of Arthur and Mary Smith. They looked nothing like Tia and Bart. I wondered just who they were.
"What are you thinking?" Jadelyn asked as I joined everyone else further up on Polydora's back.
"Things, responsibilities, and the future," I answered honestly, yet not wanting to get into my thoughts about my parents. "I'm somewhat disappointed that I couldn't tear Ikta apart."
Morgana grunted. "She probably has some sort of death curse. Fae have layers of tricks to secure their lives."
"I figured. Given everything she planned, I didn't want to risk it, not when a truce for a thousand years was the other option." I sat down on Polydora's back for the short trip.
We were already high over the webbed jungle. The barge was visible, and so were several large dragons standing guard around it on the beach. A weight I didn't even realize I was carrying fell off my shoulders, seeing them all safely standing at the beach. Ikta had kept her word.
"We thank you for fighting for the dragons and not for yourself," Larisa said, scooting closer.
"It would be a real shame to lose my brother-in-law after just a day," Tyrande commented.
"We aren't married," Yev scoffed.
Scarlett laughed. "Oh, I'm pretty sure that scar on your collar is far more binding than any legal contract or gold ring. I can guarantee you are stuck with him now."
Yev blushed. "That's not what I meant."
"Mine," I growled playfully.
"No. You still owe me a date; you can use my sister as a chew toy later," Tyrande interjected.
"Deal." I didn't even hesitate. "Tonight. I'm going to have to talk with the council when we get back."
Trina raised her hand. "Me too. I'd like a date."
"No." Scarlett was quick to shoot her down. "We need to talk with Zach first. Then we can discuss any of you proceeding forward."
I grunted, not wanting to disrupt Scarlett's authority. But they'd proven themselves enough in my eyes during our time together, making them stand out from the rest.
"Let me look at those cuts." Trina scooted closer to me and put her hand over my chest.
It would heal quickly on its own, but I wasn't about to stop her. And she seemed to enjoy being able to help.
Scarlett eyed Trina before looking back at me. "So it's over?" She changed the topic back to the problem of Ikta.
"I think so. She's going to leave with her driders. We are going to return to the conclave, and before we go, I'm setting the jungle on fire to make sure no one else is left inside the shielding. And if they are, they will be smoked out and have no vegetation or food to survive on for the next hundreds of years before we have another conclave."
She looked at me incredulously. "Literal scorched earth policy."
"Yup. I'm not leaving any room for error. Besides, the vegetation should grow back before our next conclave."
The others nodded in understanding.
Polydora dipped in the sky, and we descended down to the barge in a smooth swooping flight. She was much better at flying than me. There was barely a bump when she landed, fanning her wings to slow us down to a near standstill landing.
"Wow. She's a lot better at flying than you," Jadelyn commented before covering her mouth when I glared at her. "I mean, you just started. For having only flown for less than a few months, you are pretty darn good."
"I have many years of practice, my king. Even a hundred years ago there were areas of the world we could fly freely within, the wind in our wings," Polydora commented, bowing her head as Brom approached in his dragon form.
"My boy, you flew openly here. Can I assume good news?"
I used Polydora's bowed head to slide off. Despite looking up at the huge dragon, I didn't feel intimidated. "Ikta has been banished from the island. She lost to me in a duel and was in the process of removing her forces from the island. My terms were that she leave and swear peace against dragons and their allies for a thousand years."
Brom's brow lifted in surprise. A comical expression filled his big dragon face. "Peace?"
"The risk I would have taken from trying to kill a fae queen was too great." I sighed. "We don't know what happened to the last Tiamat and Bahamut, but they haven't been in my life, despite being my parents. The burden of bringing back the numbers of the lost dragon clans falls on my shoulders. I made the decisions I did for the best interests of dragons."
Brom nodded. "Yes, I can see your logic. Is it safe to return to the tower?"
I looked at all the eager faces on the beach and the barge watching me. "Of course. But you can burn any part of the forest that has webs or is in your way. I'm going to scour the island with fire before we leave to be sure no one remains."
There were cheers up and down the beach as dragons jumped to work, grabbing food off the barge.
"Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm starving," I chuckled, moving to the barge and waving for Polydora to follow me.
I quickly found a crew of elven women opening a shipping crate that had a refrigeration unit on the side.
"Ladies, please tell me there is meat in there."
"Oh, my king." They bowed in mimicry of dragon customs, but no scales appeared on their hands. "Yes, we have plenty of meat in here and other crates."
"Poly, take this one. We can share a snack before I run off and meet up with the conclave."
Polydora didn't hesitate, reaching forward with her jaws and gingerly picking up the shipping crate. She was like a living crane, her size able to move the large containers. It was amazing as I thought about it.
The other dragons, still on her back, cheered as she turned and plopped the crate down on the sand for me.
"My king, will we reconvene the conclave?" Thuun approached me.
"Yes, but we have eaten little since the tower was attacked. Allow us to temper our hunger, or I'm afraid I'll be quite cranky during the conclave," I joked.
But Thuun took it with grave seriousness. "Yes, it would be best for you not to be hungry. I can feel the changes in you since I last saw you. My king, you are truly awe-inspiring." Thuun dipped into a low bow before hurrying off.
I strode over to where the girls were throwing open the crate and pulling meat out. 
I watched Chloe come out of the box with a cow carcass and toss it up into the air for Polydora. Polydora caught it low and threw it even higher before snatching it out of the air and chewing a whole cow between her teeth.
"Pig." Larisa turned her nose up at Polydora's display. "My king. Would you like us to cook this, or would you like it raw?"
"I normally cook it. Let me get a fire going." Stepping just off the beach, I grabbed the first tree with my hands, shifting them into two gold claws. I ripped it out of the soil before doing the same to the second tree.
They weren't large, only a little taller than me and as thick around as my thigh. But I broke them into several pieces and tossed their leaves to the side before stacking them up.
"It might be best to give me some room," I chuckled.
Tyrande flashed an expression of realization and fear before pulling up her dress and hurrying along the sand, hiding behind her sister.
I did my best to control the spray as I sent a small jet of flame over the logs. Their bark caught instantly, but I knew they likely needed to be dried. I kept the flames going longer until the logs were half charred, burning with far less smoke. 
"That ought to do it. Now, let's get cooking." Turning to Morgana, I beckoned her over. "You have some blood to drink."
"I do?" she asked coyly, sauntering over to me and falling into my arms.
Even as she tried to not look needy, her nostrils were flaring as she took in my scent, and I could see her eyes locked on my neck. Lifting her up, I kissed her lips, enjoying her for a moment before I pushed her head into the crook of my neck.
She kissed my skin once, letting a little of her venom affect me, but she couldn't even keep the charade up for a second kiss before her fangs sank into my neck and she started drinking greedily.
Polydora shifted back, naked in her tan glory as she bent down in front of me, placing rocks next to the fire. She stacked big slabs of meat on top of them while working with Larisa to set up a spit.
Scarlett sat down next to me. "If you drink him dry, he is going to need a healer."
Morgana came up for air and licked at my neck. "Sorry. The thirst had gotten pretty bad."
"Are you at your peak?" Honestly, I felt like I was on top of the world right now. Having made Ikta's power my own had reinvigorated me.
She kissed at the puncture wounds, taking little sips before she pulled herself away. 
"I'm good. Your blood is..." She blinked several times and put her arms out, like she was trying to steady herself. "Is very potent."
"Okay, you are blood drunk. Let's get you away from your tasty mate until you settle." Scarlett grabbed Morgana and lifted her to her feet, walking away with her.
I hadn't noticed it before, but my mates had been watching out for each other in different ways since she had joined the harem.
With Scarlett's exit, the seat next to me became available. Yev plopped down next to me, pulling her dress up so that it didn't bunch. She twirled her golden hair and blushed before she spoke. 
"I guess what we did was a little impulsive before. We haven't really talked about where we go from here."
"I think it's pretty straightforward. You'll come back to Philly with me. When Morgana makes her enchantment that extends to Sentarshaden, then you can go back and forth. We can work through any additional details. All I know is that I want you around me as much as I can." Grabbing her hips, I pulled her to me. "Mine."
Yev cuddled up against me while the meat sizzled on the stones. "That sounds perfect. But what about the other dragons?"
"A question for later. Now, would you do me a favor and hand me that steak?" I pointed my chin at the one within her reach.
"Of course, my king." She bent over with a flourish. "Lean back and I'll feed you." Her hands shifted to claws as she tore a strip off the steak with her bare hands.
Watching her peel the meat off was hot, but it hadn't escaped me that I was surrounded by many strong women. I looked around, appreciating them as I opened my mouth, accepting the tender piece of meat.




Chapter 28


It had taken a little to settle all the dragons down enough for us to go back into the room for the conclave. They had been ready for a fight, and more than a few tussles broke out among the conclave.
This time, I shared everything with the other leaders, including my ability to shift to chromatic colors, my suspected heritage, my recent communication with the echoes of Tia and Bart, and the events around the duel with Ikta.
"I still think that you made a mistake. She was in a weakened state that might not happen again," Thuun advised me.
"But what is done is done. Dragonkind will move forward. And with you joining us, we will hopefully boost our future generations in the coming years..."
I frowned. There was more he was leaving unsaid. That was very unlike Thuun. Gesturing, I encouraged him to continue.
"You have only taken one mate here at the conclave." Thuun bowed respectfully. "Though I am honored it is a green, I'm sure many of us here expect you to take more, and soon." His eyes wandered to the rest of the dragons present.
I worked hard not to roll my eyes. I'd anticipated this discussion, but I still didn't want to have it. I leaned back and steepled my fingers. Brom turned to me, and I could tell he was holding something back. Looking around, many of them were.
"Out with it."
Brom cleared his throat and nodded to the rest. "We had discussed it while you were away. Given your status and that you will probably be the nexus for the coming of a great change in the world, we wish for you to accept an honor guard of dragons."
I frowned. "An honor guard?" That wasn't where I was expecting this to go.
Amara cleared her throat. "My king, a select group of dragons representing the spectrum of our flights. To protect you and your family."
Without her even going into it, I already knew where this was going. "Let me guess, it is going to include a large number of unmated women."
"It isn't like we have any unmated males. And mated dragons wouldn't be so easily transplanted to your home in Philly," Amara reasoned, and I was amazed she was able to keep a straight face.
Groaning, I was regretting leaving all of them to discuss together without me. "How many?"
"Twelve," Thuun replied.
"No,” I snapped back. “Too many. Narrow it down." I leaned back and looked at the ceiling as they started whispering.
They started their discussion and settled it with incredible ease. Far too little conversation for any other topic that the conclave had discussed.
The hairs were standing up on the back of my neck. "Who?"
"Larisa, Chloe, Polydora, Meditrina, Amira, and Sarisha," Amara rattled off.
"Amira is your daughter..." I had met her already in the conclave. I trailed off, trying to figure out if I'd met Sarisha. Then she came to me. "Brass?"
"My daughter," the white dragon clarified, though he frowned slightly that I hadn't remembered her immediately. Sorry, that put her at the back of the line.
"One of each color, save green. They are all unmated and have no commitments," I realized.
"Correct," Amara replied. She seemed to be running the conversation. "Of course, you have no obligation to mate with them. But we believe it is in everyone's best interest if you have other dragons around to aid you should you need it. Times are growing more dangerous, and the last thing we want is for the new dragon king to lack force when he needs it."
I nodded. It was a sound strategy on their part. They wanted to keep the unmated dragons close to me, hoping I'd build a relationship. And clearly, they'd seen some hope in the women who had gone with us into Tia's cave because those women were on the list.
It also created a nice cluster of eight dragons, including myself, in Philly. That would be one way to make sure dragons had strength in the States.
"Fine. The honor guard will leave with me after the conclave. They will be expected to remain in Philly, and if they want to stay, they need to be on their best behavior and listen to Scarlett," I demanded.
"You have my word that each of them will be the perfect lady. We will enroll them in your school next week," Amara confirmed.
"They can't just enro— Never mind," I sighed, knowing that they probably could find a way to get the women into all my classes.
Tim winked at me from across the table. "I am also moving. My brother and I will be bringing our families to Philly."
Amara nodded in confirmation as she was Herm's mate.
"You two have settled any disputes? I won't allow fighting dragons into my city," I growled.
"I am aware, and we are working through it. Being injured together again brings perspective. It had been a long time since the two of us fought together." Tim bowed low enough that I knew he would respect my city.
"That puts an awful lot of dragons in Philly," I commented.
Amara put her hand on the table to get my attention as she leaned forward. "No dragon would dare harm Philly or try to lay claim to it. Your city is safe."
Brom grunted. "And about to get very busy. I had it on good authority even before we left for the conclave that the city was experiencing a mass migration of paranormals."
I nodded; I'd noticed the influx of paranormals as well. Even without accurate intel, it was clear that the population of paranormals was booming. "We need to be careful. So many paranormals crammed together could easily lead to conflict."
"Indeed," Brom echoed my concern. "But that sounds like a problem for you, not for the conclave." He chuckled to himself.
“I have other concerns, though. What of the vampires? They must pay for killing Thalia. I assume they sold her skin to Ikta. Their interference cannot go unpunished.” If I had my way, we’d do the draconic equivalent of a tactical nuke near wherever dragon blood was flowing in Turkey.
Brom shook his head. “We could not bear the losses of open war with the Balkans. The vampires are so entrenched that they would bring modern military equipment to bear on us.”
Thuun cleared his throat. “The Vampire clans are a complex organization and mostly ties itself up in politics. If we were to start an open war with them, it would unite them into something that could sweep through all of Europe. I hate to say it, my king, but there is little we can do to avenge Thalia.”
I hated this. “Fine. I want information on which of these clans was responsible. Maybe if we can isolate one of them, we can move more surgically.”
Scorched earth policy was so much easier, but such were the burdens of being a king.
“You are acting more kingly already.” Amara smiled at me. “Please take care of my daughter.”
“Mine as well.” Brom’s eyes drooped before he blinked rapidly to wake himself up.
I took the note that he was tired and looked around, seeing the same look on a number of other faces. "Alright then, let's conclude for today. Get some rest and we'll be back tomorrow to discuss what remains. Hopefully, we'll have some basic topics we can get through quickly."
The dragons hurried out of the room, and I sagged on my throne.
Not long after they had exited, Yev crept in. "How did it go?"
"As good as I could have expected. There will be six dragons coming as an 'honor guard'." I quoted the term they had used. "But you are the matriarch of my nest."
She grinned, and her eyes swirled chaotically with magic as she closed the door behind her. "A nest matriarch should be the first one to lay her eggs."
"Is that so?" I teased.
Yev sashayed over to my throne and ran her hands along my thighs as she knelt before my throne. "Of course, my king. Your power awes me, and I'm so happy to be your mate, to serve you up a whole brood of dragonlings." She kissed my inner thigh, and I cupped her face, toying with her ears.
"My lovely mate, why don't you show me?"
She smiled as she unzipped my jeans. "Happily."
***"I can't believe that you slept with my sister before going on a date with me." Tyrande rolled her eyes.
"Don't worry, I've showered since," I teased, earning a playful gasp as she lightly smacked me on the shoulder. But her smirk afterwards told me she really was okay with me being with her sister.
I looked down, taking her in. Tyrande's makeup looked a lot like Yev's had for our date, making me suspect the two sisters had helped each other.
The results were amazing, and I was thankful it was a date where it was perfectly okay to stare at Tyrande. We had a lovely little picnic setup on the beach.
The high elf had her hair twirled into a large bun with pins keeping it in place. She left a few curled strands out to frame her face and give me a large view of her slender neck. And my beast was pounding to mark that neck.
It was also clear that she had indeed pilfered from Tiamat's hoard. A large sapphire was nestled into her chest. It matched her eyes and the swirls of magic within them.
The slinky black dress she wore was criminally fitted, and I wondered who had tailored it while I'd been in the conclave.
"You look beautiful," I told her, making my appreciation of the time she'd spent getting ready clear.
"Apparently, I should have spent less time getting ready so that my sister would have had less opportunity," Tyrande commented.
I sighed, not wanting to spend the time we had together on Yev. 
Tyrande caught my sigh and seemed to realize what she was doing. "Sorry. I'm just annoyed with my sister. She should have held back. She knew we had a date tonight."
I let myself laugh with her exasperation at her sister. "She is strutting around the other dragons quite confidently now, isn't she?"
"Like a peacock. I'm so happy that she has such confidence now, but I can't believe she took you to bed today. What if I wanted some intimacy after the date?" she asked, clearly a bit sexually frustrated.
"If it bothers you to be with me after I've been with another woman..." I started, trying to understand if she truly had an issue. I was often intimate with more than one woman a night.
"It's not that you were with her. It's that now you need time to recover before you can… you know." She started shifting a little uncomfortably.
I nearly choked, realizing what her issue was. "Tyrande, I think you need to understand something. I'm not spent, not by any means. I'm a dragon." Laughter spilled out of me at her misunderstanding.
She frowned. "But did you?"
"Yes, but I could go all night and the next several days before I need time to recover. It's part of why I need a harem." I smiled at her.
She blushed and looked down. "Oh. Good to know. I thought that was just hyperbole."
Chuckling, I shook my head and lifted a wine glass off the sand. I held it for her to join me.
"This is lovely. The sunset is gorgeous here; no mountains to block it." She sipped from her glass, redirecting the conversation.
"I never thought about that. Nothing beats the sunset on a beach." I took a deep breath of the salty air. "Something about the waves and the ocean breeze make it extra calming."
Even the beast agreed inside of me, curling up like a content kitten.
Tyrande scooted over and leaned against me, resting her head on my shoulder. "Yeah, this is nice."
Waiter Scarlett appeared. "We have a selection of meat to choose from, or snack foods." She held a basket out towards us.
"Are those poptarts?!" Tyrande snatched the foil-wrapped package.
"Really? Poptarts?" I joked as I snagged a package myself and lay it down on the sand beside me.
She shrugged. "Sometimes it isn't about how expensive the food is. These were a treat back home. Like only if we aced some big test would we be allowed to have them in the house." Tyrande peeled them open and fished one out, biting into it with a groan. "Now I'm too old and know they are shit food, but I still have a soft spot for them."
I opened my own and held it aloft to cheers her with the pastry. "You can treat yourself from time to time."
Tyrande raised an eyebrow. "Adulting dictates I eat less exciting things. And you know, eat things with actual nutritional value."
My eyes wandered down her frame, appreciating her figure. "Well, let me say, you are beautiful, and I don't want to throw you too far off course. So, I'm taking that poptart back," I joked.
I reached out my hand to take the poptart, and Tyrande snapped at it in warning.
"Don't you dare, Mr. Dragon King. Even that title won't save you if you touch my sugar. I try not to indulge my sweet tooth, but once I have, there is no stopping me." Tyrande took another huge bite of the poptart, and a little of the filling was left on her lips.
I leaned forward and licked it off her lips before kissing her and sharing the leftover filling as my tongue explored her mouth. Her lips were unnaturally sweet, and I savored them as she sucked on my tongue.
"Careful, or I might just eat you." She pointedly took another bite of the pastry.
"And here Yev said you shared all your treats with her," I teased Tyrande as an excuse to put my hand back on her lap and feel her warmth against me.
"Oh, she told you about our mother's competitions?"
"Yes, like how she won some magic competition and your mother caught you two sharing the chocolate bar afterwards," I recounted the story in my mind. It was such a sweet tale for the two sisters.
Tyrande nodded, her first pastry disappearing and her second one purposefully moved away from me. "My mother can be a bitch."
"Whoa." I hadn't heard her use language like that much before.
"No, I'm serious. Look, I respect her. But she's so focused on ruling that she doesn't see much else. It makes her great at being a ruler, but not so much a mother. That was a harder thing to understand as I was growing up, but I've sort of accepted it now." Tyrande leaned heavily against me.
I wrapped my arm around her tightly and broke off a piece of my pastry and offered it to her.
She eagerly ate it and cuddled in further. "Okay, you win. Just feed me sweets, but don't let me get too fat." She made me laugh.
Holding her tighter against my body, I leaned my head on top of hers and just sat there, enjoying the sunset and slowly breaking up my poptart. I fed the pieces to Tyrande and took sips of my wine.
We rested together, growing closer with each moment of silence. It wasn't that we needed the time to talk and get to know one another. Instead, Tyrande wanted a physical connection.
When the sun finally set, Scarlett came by, stabbing torches into the sand and lighting them to give us some light. Then she refilled our glasses.
"This has been a lovely date," Tyrande murmured. "I feel safe."
Those last words hit me the hardest. I knew that both the sisters were still suffering from what had happened the previous winter. 
"With me, you are always safe." I put a protective arm around her. "But what do you plan to do after this? Just continue to lead Sentarshaden?"
"It's what we've been raised to do our entire lives," Tyrande answered as if that was perfectly clear.
"Do you have to, though?"
"I want to," she clarified. "My sister and I are privileged. That isn't lost on me, but we also have the chance to make things better for others. If we ever stepped down, the role would be filled by whoever in my family was most ambitious. They'd be the type of person who would take advantage of the population. My people." She almost growled the last bit, like a dragon.
Cupping her chin, I tilted her face so that our eyes met. "That sounds like an obligation."
She snorted. "I don't see you casting off the title of dragon king and letting Brom lead."
I opened my mouth to argue, but nothing came out for a moment. Maybe we were more alike in that regard than I had realized.
"Fair. There is an expectation that I can't help but try to live up to. So many people are counting on me."
Tyrande gazed at me knowingly, a little smirk hiding in the corner of her lips.
"Now, how about we move onto the fun part of the date?" she teased. "But sandpaper is not my idea of sexy. So, I need to clean off a little, and we need to get off the beach."
I slid my arm under her thigh and picked her up as I stood. "Where to, my princess?"
"Oh, you have a thing or two to learn. I'm not your princess, I'm your queen." She kissed my neck hard enough to leave a hickey. "That's payback for the bite you are going to give me."
Letting out a low growl, I kissed her back, feeling myself rise to the occasion.
"That's what I thought." She patted my cheek. "Now. Onward, my chariot. I made sure we snagged a spare room, just in case I was feeling it, and I am."
I laughed with her and marched off the beach and up to the tower as she directed me to the room she had taken for the night.
"Your other mates know you might not be back tonight?" Tyrande said proudly.
"Think you can last all night?" I teased, kissing the tip of her ear.
Tyrande let out a soft moan. "Careful."
I kissed her ear again as I kicked the door closed behind us, then I flicked her ear with my tongue.
She sighed and strung together a few syllables of nonsense. Then she snapped her fingers, blowing the sand off us into a neat little pile by the door before another few words blew it all out the bottom of the door.
"Much better. Sand gets places that can be rather uncomfortable. Especially when a lady goes to a beach date without even a thong on."
"Without?" I placed her on the bed and kissed her, my hand wandering up her thigh and finding no underwear. An appreciative growl grew in my chest.
Tyrande laughed and broke the kiss before pushing me to sit on the bed. "You don't get to use me as a chew toy like my sister." 
She pulled out the pins holding up her hair and shook it out to its full golden length. The blonde locks waved over her shoulders as she gave me bedroom eyes and pushed off the bed, splaying her hands over my shoulders and pulling my head forward to kiss her sensually.
I groaned this time and leaned back from the kiss as she teased my neck. Her hand swirled with magic. 
I felt my pants tug on their own and slip down my legs. "Magic in the bedroom?"
"You haven't, yet?" Her eyes lit up with glee. "Oh, I'm going to pop your magical cherry." Tyrande giggled as she hiked up her dress and slid onto my lap.
Even though we were just starting, I could feel her wet warmth as she teased herself on my thigh.
She bumped my erection and looked down, pausing for a moment. She tilted her head as she studied it. "Please tell me it doesn't get bigger."
"No, I think you have me fully turned on." I gathered her dress and tugged it over her and off her, leaving her naked in front of me.
But I left the large sapphire on her. It caught my eye as her chest shook from her breathing. I cupped her chest and pulled her close for another kiss. She was so silky smooth under my fingers.
"So, do you bite me now or after?" she asked hesitantly.
"It barely hurts." I sat on the bed and pulled her into my lap.
Tyrande rolled her eyes. "You sound like you are about to give me a shot."
"Okay, it hurts a little, but it'll help if it is while you are climaxing." I rubbed at her collar, where I planned to bite her.
"No, I'd rather do it before. Also, you should know that I haven't had a boyfriend in a while. I might be a little snug," Tyrande warned me even as she brushed up against my erection, sending a tingle up my spine.
I could sense that she was nervous, so I pulled her closer into me, kissing her as her body melded against mine. Slowly, I shifted to kissing on her ear and nibbling down her neck as her body wiggled in my lap. She smelled like sprigs of mint fresh from the earth.
Once I had her distracted, I cracked my jaw and pressed my teeth against her skin as I held onto her hips. The magic came easily as my teeth sank in, marking her with my magic.
She hissed for just a moment before stopping. "Oh. That isn't so bad." Tyrande ran her fingers through my hair.
I let up and my jaw fixed itself back into place as I leaned back.
Her magical eyes swirled with satisfaction as she lifted her hips. "Now your queen is going to ride her dragon."
She kept eye contact with me as she pushed my erection into her folds. She was tight, like being constricted by a snake, but she twirled her hand, magic sparking at her fingertips as she cast a spell.
The friction suddenly felt much smoother, slipped deeper without the same restrictive feeling, yet remaining just as snug. Whatever she had done was even better than lube.
I held onto her hips, lifting them gently as she rolled her hips and lay her breasts against my chest.
"Good dragon." She rocked her hips as she continued to stare at me.
The way her eyes swirled was mesmerizing; I couldn't look away. Her eyes lit up as her slick sex wrapped itself around me, gliding over the head and burying me in a sensual paradise. Her hand languidly made circles on his chest as she smiled brilliantly.
I was burning up with passion, but I felt no urge to move. Instead, I let her ride me. She was smooth, like the finest silks as she gracefully rose and fell upon me, her soft lips swallowing me with each cycle. 
"This is perfect," she sighed.
Going slow had a way of creating so much anticipation, and my body was slowly building up with tension. My balls felt like they were swelling, aching with release. I had a feeling that, when I finally released, it would be explosive.
Tyrande sat all the way down on me, engulfing me completely as she rocked slowly, her sex quivering around me. I gripped her hips tightly, trying to suppress the urge to hammer into her. I ached for my own release.
Tyrande knew what I wanted and leaned forward to give me a soft kiss as her hand swirled just over my shoulder, and I felt a dragging sensation on my cock, like it was in a thrust that went on forever as she rocked on me.
My peak just kept going higher until she shifted her hips and bounced on me a single time.
"Come for me, mate," she whispered in my ear.
My body was ready, and it twitched excitedly as I stopped holding it back. As I did, I saw spots. I emptied myself inside of her in what felt like a firehose being turned on, but I knew the reality was far less impressive.
Tyrande gasped, her magical eyes swirling into overdrive as they lost focus and she clutched at her breasts, mashing them and squeezing them between her fingers. "Oh!"
I enjoyed the show, still rock hard inside of her as she ground against me with more urgency.
She seemed to roll into a second orgasm as my seed flooded her with mana. Tyrande grabbed onto me for stability as she gasped and ground against me. Her eyes had taken on a wild edge as she kept grinding into me.
"More," she moaned.
"I told you, we can keep going all night."
Tyrande squirmed in my lap, driving my cock as deep as it would go into her sex before shoving me back on the bed and rode me far more aggressively. "Who knew it would be so... potent?"
I chuckled and bucked her in my lap.
She met my eyes again, her eyes electric as she took me into her body over and over. Her hand swirled in the air, and I felt a renewed sense of whatever she had done to magically lubricate us. 
"Fill your queen again," she stated grandly, putting her hands on my shoulder as she pleasured herself against me.
She leaned forward, her chest out and in my face as she used her leverage on my shoulders to take me deeper into her. I held her lower back, pushing up into her, happy to oblige.
I lost myself in the Highaen beauty, letting time cease to matter as we enjoyed each other's bodies.




Chapter 29


Yev bumped her sister's hip in greeting as she sat down at one of the benches spread out around the castle. The grills outside were busy as everybody started working on making breakfast. Jadelyn was currently manning three grills with the help of Polydora.
It took a lot to feed a conclave of dragons.
Tyrande winced at her sister. "My hips are still sore, you brute."
Yev laughed. The two sisters were cute as we sat down eating breakfast. We were wrapping up the conclave; everybody would depart soon, assuming I could properly figure out how to bring down the enchantment. But the books had made it seem simple enough.
The last two days had been a strange seesaw of sex followed by boring meetings, and then more sex. I'd been moving between rooms, trying to make sure that each of my women felt cared for and loved.
I was getting the sense that they'd worked out some sort of schedule, because one or a few of them always seemed to be more available than the others. I went with it, happy to have all of them in my life.
"So, are you both coming back with us?" I asked the sisters.
Jadelyn had arranged our jet back, but this time, it would be a little more cramped. We'd be joined by my new honor guard, who were sitting nearby on an adjoining bench to where my mates were.
Amira grabbed a paper plate from Polydora and brought it over to Yev. "Nest Matriarch, you should keep up your strength."
Yev grinned from ear to ear as the black dragon bowed appropriately.
"You are eating this up," Tyrande huffed. "Don't I get a bow?"
Amira hesitated and looked over at me.
"I think you should stop bowing entirely, but that's just me." I shrugged.
Amira didn't seem that old, but she hadn't put herself on the same timescale as Brom's three daughters. Her vibrant green eyes shone against her pale skin with intelligence. She was rather quiet despite her rather aggressive black bob hair style.
"Bowing is part of our culture," Larisa interjected.
"Well, it isn't a part of mine or my family,” I retorted.
The dragons mulled over my comment, and I went back to my food, slowly watching the others at the conclave move from breakfast to packing up all the furniture and storing it in the bowels of the tower.
Anything else remaining was being picked up and tossed back on the barge.
“Hey, Jade, how are we getting the barge back to your people?"
"Someone will have to tow it out. Some people from my company will pick it up once I give them the call," she said with a wave of her hand.
"But how do they get there?"
Jadelyn gave me a look like I was an idiot. "We are sirens. They'll swim out. There should be a team on standby; they know the conclave ends today."
I paused, a little amazed at the water skills the sirens must have. That was a long trek. But it made sense. I remembered Scarlett telling me that Jadelyn was actually powerful in the water, and I’d had a glimpse during our wedding.
"My king." Thuun hurried up to me.
"Please don't tell me something else has happened." I turned to find an excited Thuun. "Okay, what is it?"
"We've cleaned up the murals and painted the new one," he said excitedly.
"I want to see it." Yev was already getting up off the bench and taking her plate with her.
Thuun frowned at the plate, and Yev shoved the food in her mouth. 
"Be'er?" she said around the food as she chewed.
"Much. Come. Oh, and chew and swallow before you choke." Thuun rolled his eyes.
Yev grinned victoriously and followed them as I got up.
The rest of the honor guard were moving to follow me, as they seemed to always do.
I didn't bother to stop them and followed Thuun into the tower and down the steps. It was oddly reminiscent of the trip I'd taken just a week before to learn more about dragon history, but this time, I knew so much more than what was even pictured. I'd written dragon history.
I'd be shocked if I wasn't in the latest mural, which was satisfying but also a little intense. They would immortalize me for all the dragons to come.
"The webs are gone," Chloe commented, looking up at the ceiling. "Still feels like spiders are about to drop down on me, though."
"Me too." Her words brought me out of my thoughts, and I couldn't help but imagine driders hiding up in the shadows. "I am definitely going to burn the island before I leave. Kill everything with fire."
Thuun regarded me. "You're going to set the island on fire?"
"I want nothing hidden in the jungle. Just burning it all seems easiest." But I left it open for him to make any suggestions.
"No, that makes sense. The tower will remain intact?" he asked.
"Don't think I could destroy it even if I wanted to, which I don't." I quickly added the last part as I saw fear in his eyes. 
We reached the bottom of the steps, and a small crew of dragons stood back from the wall with paint splattered on their clothes.
One turned and saw me before tugging at their neighbor's sleeve. "My king."
I nodded slightly at the crew. "Thank you all for keeping our history."
They blushed, but nodded, happy to receive my praise. "We filled the hole that the spider queen made and redrew that one, but we added something new."
The area was lit by a large brazier that stood in the center. The image flickered in the firelight.
It was a similar design of the spider queen being fought by both fae queens and the two dragons. But instead of her death, it depicted her in shackles.
"We now know they didn't kill her, but sealed," Thuun explained.
"That makes sense. What about this new one?" I turned my attention to what had previously been an open space on the wall.
Instead, it now had a great dragon with swirling gold and red scales being born from Tiamat and Bahamut. The great dragon clawed its way from the world that had been modernized. Minor details of the world showed the changes that technology had wrought.
In one of its claws was Ikta. In the other squirmed seven small dragons, one of each of the surviving colors. It was more art than a literal depiction. If I stared at it longer, I was sure I'd pick up on even more that they'd woven into the design. 
"I seem a little savage here, no?" That was putting it mildly. I looked like a terror.
"Really?" Thuun put his hands to his chin. "You look powerful, mighty and maybe a little terrifying, but this is what we feel when we experience your aura."
"Ladies, is this how I feel?" I turned to the honor guard.
"You feel like a great golden mountain," Polydora spoke first. "A pressure emits from you, like seeing mountains for the first time."
"Terrifying, but in a good, kingly way," Sarisha added, clearly trying to soften it all a little.
Great. I focused back on the dragons who had been painting.
"This is wonderful work. Thank you all." I bowed to them, shifting the scales on my hand.
"Oh please, no. My king, please stand up." A painter hurried forward to stop me. "We couldn't accept such things."
I shrugged. While I was a dragon, I was still me. I wasn't going to lord over all of them unless it became required to keep order. "Your role of preserving our history which will outlive me as king. Please, let me honor your work."
Thuun nodded to the side. "And thus the new king concluded his first conclave by honoring the scholar and history keepers." He sounded happy.
"You are right. Let's close the curtains on this conclave. Thuun, gather everyone, we will leave soon." 
It had been probably the worst dragon conclave in history. Never had the dragons been attacked on their own land during a conclave. But I was feeling better about being able to take on my responsibilities as king. I'd learned quite a bit, and I now claimed several allies and friends willing to help me.
Thuun nodded and moved to his painters to help them gather their supplies for storage.
"You six, please go spread the news that I will be gathering everyone on the beach to return to Dubai shortly. I will also be burning the jungle. Anything they leave behind will be gone."
In the last few days, much of the vegetation had already died. Webs apparently weren't great for plants that need sunlight.
I turned to stare at the mural again for a last time, cementing it into my mind. My apparent legacy. "Alright, we are heading out. Yev, we get to pull a barge out to sea."
"We are pulling the barge?" she asked, surprised.
"Of course we are. And then we are going to ride it back to Dubai because it's Jadelyn's property. I want to make sure everything goes okay."
Yev blinked. "I'm pretty sure she doesn't care about a barge."
I scoffed. "Think of its weight in gold."
She paused. "Okay, now it seems more precious." Yev hooked my arm and held it as we walked back upstairs. "I'm really happy that you mated with me."
"Me too." I nuzzled the side of her head. "You are going to love Philly. But we'll have to figure out where you want to stay. There are a few places to choose from."
"What are my options?" Yev drew circles along my arm.
"Well, there's Jadelyn's place. Her father gave me a room that I barely use. Then there's a place in Morgana's spatial pocket she calls the Atrium. And finally, I have my college apartment that I share with my roommate." I rattled off my rooms. "Oh, and they are all connected along with Jade and Scar's sorority house and Kelly's bunker."
Yev's eyebrows shot up. "Kelly has a bunker?"
"Pack house for the wolf pack. But it's a bunker under a fake warehouse," I explained. It was actually pretty cozy, and they were still expanding it as their pack kept growing.
Yev nodded along. "Where's your hoard?"
"Morgana's spatial pocket. The place is small. Although the bath is like four times the size of the rest of the place. It's pretty nicely decorated, and I have a secondary spatial pocket under the mattress where I stash my hoard."
Yev squealed. "I want to see it. When you add all of Tiamat's gold, it is going to be so beautiful. It will feel amazing."
"I knew I liked to stash away gold, but I didn't realize it helped restore me."
Yev nodded. "Precious metals are a great conduit for mana in the world, and jewels are a great way to store it. It only makes sense for creatures that produce mana and grow with it to like it."
"Mmmhmm," I agreed. "Lay on it and use it like a massive mana battery. In doing so, it exercises our magic and helps us grow. Where do you keep your hoard?"
Yev blushed. "The Highaen still use the gold standard for the currency in Sentarshaden. It helps make things simple and keep it connected to the markets, given we can't openly participate in them. So there is a large stockpile, kind of like Fort Knox, that I get to lie on from time to time."
"You don't have your own hoard?"
"I do. It just isn't as impressive," she whined, worried that I'd judge her. "Can I play in your hoard?"
"Sure, you're mine. If you want, I could just perch you on the side of my hoard like a trophy. Actually, I think you'd go great next to a big rack of jewelry I'm going to set up once I get Tiamat's hoard put in place."
Yev gasped and slapped my shoulder. "You wouldn't! I'm much more than just a trophy."
"Mine," I growled, pushing her against the wall and nibbling at her neck.
She ground against me. "Yours. But if you leave me as a trophy in your hoard for too long, I'm going to come find you. But I'm not against playing in your hoard. If you let me play there often enough, maybe I'll eventually mix my hoard into yours."
The beast became frazzled by that concept. It did not like the idea of mixing a hoard unless all of it became mine. Only what was mine belonged in the hoard, and if it entered, then it must become mine. But it seemed odd to me that my dragon would have different perspectives than her own dragon.
And that's when it hit me. Her mixing her hoard was giving it to me, in an ultimate level of submission.
I growled hungrily, my jaw cracking as I bit Yev's collar yet again. I marked her once more. "Mine."
She cooed and stroked my face, running her fingers along my neck, knowing exactly what she had just done. I was about to fill her right then and there, but footsteps brought me out of the moment.
"Don't mind me," Thuun chuckled, hurrying past me. "Glad to see that the green flight will grow quickly."
Having broken the mood, I realized what we were doing and felt my face heat. "Damn. You really push my buttons," I growled.
"Sorry. Not sorry." Yev nipped at me. "But we should get going; otherwise, they will all be waiting at the beach for a while."
"You'll pay for this later," I warned.
"I'd better. The dragon king should punish unruly mates." Yev giggled and grabbed my arm, pulling me up to the main floor of the tower.
Dragons and their harems were hurrying to stash away the last of their belongings. And any remaining items were being thrown into the jungle to burn.
I noticed the train of goods making their way to the barge. I actually grew a little jealous at the few big screen TVs I noticed. Somebody had been relaxed enough and had enough free time to watch TV during the conclave.
"Let's head down to the beach." I gave Yev a tug when she stopped moving.
As we moved, we picked up the honor guard, Scarlett, Jadelyn, Morgana, and Tyrande, who was still walking a little funny. I was surrounded by beautiful women. Seeing Frank's face when we got back was going to be great.
When we reached the beach, the dragons and their harems counted off, like students at the end of a school field trip. As the last of the goods were loaded onto the barge, they all turned to face me, waiting for the sendoff.
"We end the Dragon Conclave. I wish you all the best until next we meet." I didn't need prompting from Brom. The words were my own. "It was a wonderful time, and the dragons have only grown stronger with the unity of this week. Don't be a stranger if there is trouble in your territory. I work not for just one flight or one half of our race. I will defend each and every dragon to the last. Shift, mount up, and follow me. I will be scouring the island after we leave. We leave nobody and nothing you don't want to lose."
There were a few chuckles among the dragons, and scales blossomed from many bodies all around me.
I stepped away, shifting and growing to my full size as gold and red swirled around me. Yev and my honor guard shifted, their scales a brilliant rainbow of the remaining dragon species.
Rather than mount me, my mates climbed aboard Yev's back as I strode out along the beach, getting a little momentum before launching myself high into the air, winding upwards.
Brom joined me, and I felt his magic wrap around the dragons, concealing us from any human eyes.
One by one, all the dragons lifted off into the air. I knew so many of them now after the conclave. The dragons waited for me, and I led them towards the barrier, pushing my aura before us.
I could see the magical shell peel back as my aura touched it, and I flew through the opening as it widened. Dozens of dragons roared through the opening behind me in a rainbow of colors as they flew high up in the air.
As soon as we exited, the dragons split off, many flying their own directions, wrapping themselves in their own magic.
Brom came up alongside me in flight. "If you need me, I am only a call away, my king." He dipped his head and soared past me.
I circled just outside the barrier, and dozens of dragons chose to fly with me for a moment and say their last goodbyes, often including a pledge should I need them in the future.
The massive army of dragons was formidable, but I hoped I wouldn't need them in the future. Should Ikta return or break her oath, I would be ready for a hell of a fight.
Over time, the number of dragons still in the air dwindled, only my mates and the honor guard flying around.
"I'm going to wash the island clean and start its regrowth. Can you dredge up the anchor for the barge?"
"If I can't, I'm sure one of us can figure it out." Yev stuck out her tongue, a goofy expression on a dragon.
I banked my wings and dove back through the barrier as it parted for me once again. Yev and the honor guard followed, but broke off immediately to deal with the barge, pushing it off the sand.
The island's greenery was marred by the white wispy webs.
I let that slight anger me as I drew in a deep breath. Starting on the other end of the island, I let out a roar that loosened a wave of fire from my mouth, coating the jungle below.
The first pass blossomed into fiery light as I felt the heat touch my scales. The exercise was cathartic, in a way. The bloodthirsty part of me even hoped Ikta had left a few forces to destroy.
I soared up higher before turning and swooping down once again, coating another swath of the jungle in fire. Six passes later, I'd sent the entire island ablaze.
The tower was safe. The fires of the jungle tried to catch it and ignite, but all it found was stone. We'd scoured the tower, so I was fairly certain nothing remained. Anything that did would have trouble finding food and water.
Ikta had only managed to create portals once she had been here in person. Otherwise, there had been no need to hide in a dragon's skin to invade the conclave. I felt confident that I had scoured the island.
Turning back, I found no dragons, but a barge slowly drifting off the shores. They had all shifted back to their human forms and were waiting on the barge.
I smiled; I had a feeling the barge would have trouble floating if they were in their dragon forms.
I slowed as I dipped down, flying low over the boat. I could see that the anchor line had been pulled up and was hooked to a crane that held it out. Understanding what they wanted, I grabbed the anchor line on my first pass, jerking myself and the boat as it snapped taunt.
For a moment, I was concerned about the chain snapping, but the extraordinarily thick anchor chain held.
It took me a moment to figure out how to pull it while keeping my wings flapping and my body in the air, but I figured it out. I let out a roar as the barge jerked into motion.
“You go, husband!” Jadelyn shouted from the barge, and I felt a smile touch my lips as I hauled it out of the barrier and then further into the sea.
Once we’d passed through the barrier, I dropped the anchor line and turned to see the barge drifting.
My job done, I started flying down, realizing there had been a major flaw in my plan. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to land on the barge without tipping or sinking it.




Chapter 30


I circled the barge warily as it drifted out in the ocean, trying to figure out a backup plan.
It was on my fifth pass that they realized something was wrong, and Polydora jumped into the air, gracefully shifting and taking flight. She barely even scraped the surface of the water before she'd gained control of her dragon form.
"My king, what is wrong? You aren't even protected by an illusion right now."
"I can't land on that, at least not gracefully." Staring down at the barge, I felt embarrassed. "My shifting isn't nearly as refined as the rest of yours." There was about a ninety percent chance that I'd sink it if I tried.
"Then might I suggest you dive into the ocean?" Polydora gave me the obvious solution.
I wasn't afraid of water or swimming, but suddenly, the idea of jumping into the middle of the ocean seemed terrifying.
"Okay. Yeah, I can do that." While I said the words, I didn't quite believe them. I knew how to swim, but Frank just loved shark movies. I'd seen too many of them to find swimming in the ocean safe, even if I was a dragon.
It's just water, I told myself.
After taking a few breaths, I angled my wings down and dove below the cresting blue waves. My dragon form hit the water, and I realized pretty quickly that I had not considered my new mass and different limbs before deciding I'd be able to swim.
I plunged beneath the surface, my large body quickly dragging me down.
My first instincts were to fly underwater, but the dynamics were different, and I sank deeper when I tried to raise my wings. My claws raked the water, but they failed to find purchase. They were for ripping things apart, not catching water.
A fish swam past me, followed by an entire school of fish.
Another one caught my eye, bigger than the rest. It took me a moment to place it. It was a shark.
I tilted my head, studying it. It was tiny compared to my dragon form. I reached forward, swiping at the shark with my claw. The poor thing wasn't expecting something to put up a fight. My claw caught its gills and tore them right off its flank.
I had a smug smile on my face as I continued to sink. It turned out that I wasn't afraid of sharks. This one was bleeding terribly and slowing down close to me, probably at the end of its life.
And I had fantastic lung capacity. I didn't even feel strained as the surface drifted... further... away.
My anxiety went up a notch as I realized how much deeper I was getting.
I peered through the dark ocean, and in every direction, the water eventually obscured my vision. It was suddenly very intimidating.
The ocean was vast in a way that was unnerving. Figures flitted just out of my vision, and I watched as the head of another shark came into view, swimming quickly towards the trail of red blood.
Then another appeared, and another.
The blood had drawn them to a feeding frenzy.
I considered shifting into my human form and making a go for the surface, but I wasn't thrilled about the idea of swimming through all those sharks. 
Just when I was about to resign myself to shifting and risking it, a torpedo shot through the water. Tensing up, I prepared for battle, but then a beautiful face became clearer in the churn of water.
"Husband, what are you doing?" Jadelyn cocked her head like a confused kitten.
"I don't know how to swim as a dragon." I felt dumb saying it.
Jadelyn at least held back her laugh, though the smile danced on her lips. "Don't fret, husband. I have you. Shift and I'll bring us both to the surface."
A shark swam for Jadelyn. I was about to grab her and put her behind me when she whirled in the water. The scientist in me could not figure out the physics behind the way her body moved through the water without the slightest resistance.
She shot forward, punching the shark in the nose. It squirmed, thrashed, and then swam away as fast as it could.
"Humph. Stupid shark." Jadelyn crossed her arms.
Okay, I was suitably impressed. "That works?" I asked, still in my dragon form.
"Yes, it does. I prefer not to hurt them unless I have to. I'm a siren in water; not much is going to tangle with me. Now, you need to shift so that I can carry us to the surface. We can worry about dragon swimming lessons later." She tapped her lips. "I wonder if they make floaties for dragons." Her eyes sparkled with laughter.
I rolled my eyes. "Not funny." My bones crackled, and I shifted back into a naked human.
"Sort of funny, but maybe not the time for it." Jadelyn came up to me and kissed me, breathing air into my lungs. "This reminds me of our wedding." She started to get handsy, clearly in the mood.
As much as I loved sex, the sharks circling around us really killed the mood for me. "Let's get back to the boat."
Jadelyn pouted and glared at a shark, which decided to swiftly change directions. "Fine." She hooked her arm under mine.
Suddenly I was shooting through the water with her guidance. We hit the surface fast enough to shoot out of the water and arc onto the barge.
Jadelyn landed smoothly; I stumbled and coughed. Never before had I been so happy to have solid metal under my feet.
"My king?" Trina knelt next to me. "Are you injured?"
"Only my ego," I grumbled and stood up, using my bracer to put on a pair of jeans. I had to do a few extra wiggles to get my wet body into them, but soon I was covered.
"Your ego?" Trina frowned.
Jadelyn accepted a towel from Scarlett, wrapping herself in it. She seemed extra happy with herself at the moment. "He has never swum before as a dragon."
All the honor guard suddenly had large 'O' mouths in understanding.
"I see. Many of our parents take us out to deserted islands to learn to swim," Polydora explained. "You haven't had that pleasure. We will have to do that with you at some point. Even though we are just your honor guard, it is our duty to help you in all aspects. It may prove to be a vital skill."
"Apparently, all I need is a siren." I laughed, feeling better now that I was out of the water and not presented with the seemingly endless depths. "You should have seen Jadelyn; she punched a shark in the nose."
Jadelyn cocked a brow at me. "What caused all that blood?"
I looked anywhere but at her eyes. "I batted a shark when I first hit the water."
She made an understanding and clearly judging hum. "Interesting. Well, the crew of sirens is swimming out. They will be here in a few minutes. Let's all get clothed and presentable. You wouldn't want to show your bodies off to other men in front of your king," Jadelyn reminded my honor guard.
When she said that, they all snapped to attention, grabbing clothes from one of the shipping crates.
I dried off and got a shirt on before the first sirens pulled themselves over the side of the barge. They were a crew of fifteen. They got to work quickly, getting the barge running and pushing through the waves towards the Dubai shores.
"Did a big bad dragon king have fun in the water?" Morgana came over to tease me.
"Funny. Let's make you several thousand pounds and drop you in the ocean to see how you swim." I was feeling better and better about living in landlocked Philly.
Morgana held up her hands in surrender, realizing it was a sensitive topic. "So, we are heading back home. Are you going to keep working with me?"
I blinked. "Of course. What else would I do?"
"Well, you have all the gold from Tiamat's study, so you certainly don't need the money. And I know you have other responsibilities."
I didn't think I'd ever seen Morgana insecure. Part of me wanted to milk it, but seeing how vulnerable she looked, I couldn't do that to her.
"Morgana, what makes you think I work with you for the gold? Well, don't get me wrong, I still want more gold. But I do it because of the adventure. You're a badass and I love you. Besides, if I don't go, you are definitely going to get yourself into trouble."
She chortled at that. "I've lived a long time, and trouble definitely seems to come with you. So I'm not sure about that logic."
I scoffed. "Well, you're stuck with me. So don't even think about leaving me behind."
"Never." Morgana gave me a genuine smile.
I knew my status was changing, but I knew I wouldn't be happy doing administrative work. I was happy to lead, but I also wanted to be in the action. And the action was best with Morgana by my side. For now, finding paranormals causing trouble in Philly as the Silverwing mercenary group sounded great.
We stood there quietly as the barge plowed through the waves. It didn't take long before land became visible on the horizon.
Talking about investigating crimes again had me excited. I was ready for some lower-level problems that I could solve more easily, or at least things that didn't involve the fate of the world hanging in the balance.
Looking out over the water, I noticed red flashing lights cresting the waves as several boats seemed to converge on our barge.
"Jadelyn, what is that?" I called out, hoping that she knew the most about boats on the ocean.
"Cruisers. Looks like law enforcement." She shielded her eyes from the sun. "Don't worry, we can handle this."
Her confidence was inspiring, but I didn't like the idea of law enforcement coming and disturbing us. Not to mention, I was certainly not in the mood for this. After Ikta escaping, I was itching for a win.
Scarlett turned to the cabin where the sirens were running the boat. "Slow down for them. We'll play nice."
"Do we ever not play nice?" I asked, hope rising in my voice. Thrashing them would be much easier.
"Sometimes." Scarlett shrugged. "I don't like this, though. This barge is going to cause questions."
"What do you mean?"
Jadelyn frowned. "How do you think we document shipping goods to a hidden dragon island?"
I paused, feeling like it was a trick question. "You don't?"
"We say we gave the goods to some place that makes sense, but never show up there. Then we come back to port, declaring there was a problem with the load and we lost some of it. As big as we are, we can normally get away with it on small scales." Jadelyn sighed, looking at the oncoming boats. "Which means we are technically in the wrong, but it is a risk we have when shipping to paranormal channels. Luckily, we do have lawyers to help."
The boats were getting close enough that I could make out what looked like standard uniforms on most of the people. They looked like they were local to Dubai, but there were also two people in suits. They seemed out of place, and that put me on edge.
The barge's engines cut off, and it slowed to a coast as the three cruisers pulled up alongside the barge. They started throwing ropes around the large cleats on the side of the barge.
Jadelyn strutted forward, full of confidence. "Excuse me, what's this about?"
"Jadelyn Scalewright," the man in a suit said as he stepped up to the edge of the boat and took off his sunglasses. "The princess herself. Isn't today my lucky day?" His smile was anything but friendly.
The woman in the suit looked uncomfortable, but she stayed with her partner. Apparently, he got to run point.
"I'm sorry, that didn't answer her question." I stepped up next to Jadelyn.
"Zach Pendragon, the gold king, king of dragons." The man laughed, like the names were a joke. "Your sudden entrance into this enterprise baffles me, but the ridiculous names surrounding you are interesting."
I blinked. The man before me was very much human. "Excuse me?" Then I realized, he must have picked those names up from the airport. He had no idea I was actually a dragon.
Ignoring me, he laughed and pulled himself over onto the barge. "You are all criminals. We are so close to nailing your criminal empire." He stared at me like a man on a mission before his vision shifted to the others on the boat. "Scarlett Fox, of course you'd be here too. Ever the vigilant guard for the princess."
"Give me your warrant or get off our boat." Scarlett crossed her arms and interposed herself between the man and Jadelyn.
The man reached into his suit and pulled out a folded piece of paper. "You never showed up at your destination, yet you look a few crates lighter. We have a warrant to search your vessel."
Scarlett ripped the letter out of the man's hand and cursed. "Interpol," she said to Jadelyn.
"This is too perfect. We can catch the princess and her guard all in one. What were you shipping? Human trafficking? Drugs? There's always the occasional fishy shipping with you." He wagged a finger at Jadelyn. He seemed so sure he had caught her red-handed. But unless missing a large amount of meat was illegal, I didn't see anything wrong here.
The Interpol agent clearly thought he had caught his white whale. Unfortunately, I knew there were no drugs or human trafficking, but that didn't seem to matter to him.
"Look, continue your witch hunt another day." I held out my hands. "There's nothing here for you."
The man snorted and waved his hands. More men poured over the side of the other three boats, along with the female agent.
"Agent Watsin, this is Agent Till," the man said, hooking a thumb at the woman, who was carefully looking around at the crates but pointedly not touching. "Anything you want to tell us before we start cracking crates?"
"I have nothing further to say until I have my lawyer present." Jadelyn crossed her arms.
Agent Till pointed to a damaged crate. It had a large gouge in the metal. "What did that?"
"A dragon," I joked.
Neither of them were amused. Watsin snorted at me. "Fuck you. That damage violates article 1918, Section 85. That crate should have been taken out of operation."
Jadelyn rolled her eyes. "It was damaged on this trip. It will be replaced when we get to port. That is completely acceptable."
"The princess speaks! So, what am I going to find in these crates?" Watsin had a cocky grin plastered to his face.
I couldn't wait for that smirk to be removed. I desperately wanted to be the one to do it, but for now, I knew I had to play nice.
"Electronics, furniture, and food,” Jadelyn answered swiftly. “If you leave my refrigerated crates open long, I’m going to sue you for damages.”
He smiled like he’d gotten a golden kernel out of her. “Tear apart everything in the refrigerated crates. We’ll find it soon.”
His men fanned out, tearing into crates and heading deeper into the storage holds of the barge.
The sirens moved aside, allowing them to pass, but based on the way they were eyeing the men and the open waters around, they had some thoughts of their own about how to deal with this threat.
Watsin turned back to Jadelyn. “A lot of these are empty. You offloaded your goods outside of any designated port. That’s smuggling.”
"Lawyer." Jadelyn shrugged, staring him down.
Watsin grumbled, murmuring into a walky talky. "Report."
"Nothing here, sir," came back over the line, followed by a few more reports lacking anything incriminating.
I could see the frustration growing on Watsin's face.
He walked over to a few crates, opening them on his own, finding one filled with champagne and wine. He opened a bottle, sniffed it before pouring it out and moving to the next one.
"That's a waste of a perfectly good vintage. I'll send you the bill," Jadelyn commented dryly.
Watsin ignored her, his head whipping about on the boat as he tried to find something incriminating. Continued reports lacking anything substantial sounded out through the walky talky.
I crossed my arms, struggling to keep a smirk off my face.
Finishing with another crate, Watsin strode over to Jadelyn.
"I've still got you on charges of smuggling. I don't know what you dumped or where, but I'm going to find out. When I take you, maybe you'll get lost, like your cargo, somewhere nice and dark," he threatened her, and I was getting itchy.
No one threatened my mates. A low growl built in my throat.
"Lawyer," Jadelyn replied once again in a bored tone.
"Now, listen here, you little bitch." Watsin charged at her, trying to threaten her. 
And I lost my ability to stay cool. I grabbed Watsin by the shoulder and threw him away from Jadelyn.
"Zach," she hissed, grabbing my arm before I could do more.
"Hands up," Till called out, her gun in her hand, and pointed at me.
"No," I growled. "Get the fuck off my boat."
"Your boat?" Watsin frowned.
"My boat," I repeated. "Jadelyn is mine. The boat is mine, and this ocean would be mine if I wanted it. You've clearly found nothing to back your warrant, and you've led to destruction of property. Take your men and leave my boat. You have two minutes."
Watsin grinned like a kid on his birthday. "Something is here; you are going down."
Agent Till grabbed his jacket and hauled him back, gun still pointed at me as she hissed at Watsin. "You've got nothing. And he really might kill you. Those are a killer's eyes."
"But—"
Till seemed to overrule him. "Just shut up."
I growled and stepped forward, shifting my skin to scales under my clothes.
"Stay back or I'll shoot." She held her gun steady.
"You are the one in charge between the two of you." It was more of a statement than a question. "Then I'll give you a piece of advice. Things aren't always what they seem. If you dare to go after Jadelyn or anything that is mine, then I will rip your entire department up by the roots. Everyone in your office will die in the fire, and I will come visit you personally when everyone else is dead. I'll remind you of this moment and the horrible mistake you made of touching what is mine."
I lost it. They had pushed me too far.
Her gun went off three times. All three hit me in a tight cluster in the chest. She wasn't too bad of a shot, even if I was rather close.
The gold scales under my shirt blocked all three, but I shifted my scales away as the holes in my shirt showed off more of my chest. I brushed off the bullets. They pinged against the barge like three loud peals of bells. The rest of the barge had fallen into sheer silence.
In that moment, before anyone else reacted, I stepped forward, ripping the gun out of her hand.
Agent Watsin tried to get his gun up, but I grabbed his arm and snapped it like a twig. I took the gun away from him as he howled in pain.
"Stupid," I scoffed.
"You assaulted a federal agent," Watsin screamed as he clutched his arm.
I turned to my honor guard, who looked ready to attack. "Remove everyone from the barge—we are leaving. If they intend to inflict harm, I care far more about you than any officers. We can kill everyone here and walk away easier than we can replace one of you. Scarlett, this time, we are done playing nice," I growled.
My Kitsune only saluted me and hurried off to deal with the officers on the boat.
Agent Till's face was one part confusion, the other half disbelief. But she was the more reasonable one between the two of them.
"You don't understand, and you aren't meant to." I pretended like I was pulling from my pocket, but I pulled from my bracer. I handed her a business card for Morgana's business. "The Silverwing Mercenary group."
"What?" She blinked, looking down at the holes in my shirt. "I shot you."
"I tossed Watsin around a little. Let's call this one even and move on. You don't know what's happening, and that's perfectly okay. Just know there is nothing happening here that is unjust. There might be technical crime, but we aren't giving guns or drugs to warlords. We aren't secretly human trafficking. Things got to people who needed them but were unable to go through normal channels."
Till took the card and flipped it over. It just had Morgana's logo and my number on the back. "This you?"
"Yup. If things ever really don't make sense, or things spiral to a point that you do not know who to call, you can call me. But I only take gold as payment." I gave her a draconic grin.
She held up the card. "So, you just want me to believe that you can solve anything I would bring to you?"
I shrugged. "There is very little that can stop me if I want to go somewhere. I try to solve things peacefully or with as little damage as I can, though. You'd be surprised at the level of incidents I've solved." I towered over her.
Till flipped the card several times in her fingers and looked at Watsin. "What do I do with him?" It seemed she was coming around, but she was still frowning at me. "You manhandled him and broke his arm."
"Get a new partner," I suggested. "He's going to get himself and whoever is his partner killed. Leave the Scalewrights alone. And if you need help..." I tapped the card in her hands. "You know my number."
"You don't even know anything about me. Why give this to me?"
"I have an eye for things. You have a level head. I think we could work together."
Till frowned. "I never said what agency I was with."
Interpol was a cooperative rather than an agency. She could be from any of dozens of three letter organizations across the globe.
"Doesn't matter. Now, your people are leaving my barge quietly. I suggest you get going and keep Watsin from tripping again, or breaking his other arm on the way to fill out your reports," I said, crossing my arms and waiting.
Till pocketed my card and turned to Watsin. "Come on. I'll tell you what to put in your report, and then I'm going to ask for a transfer. Murders are easier."
"But he fucking broke my arm." Watsin pointed at me with his good hand.
"I think you got off easy," Till murmured as two of the men in Dubai uniforms helped Watsin back onto their boat and they headed off.
Scarlett scowled at me. "What the fuck was that?"
"A warning to them and their agency," I growled. "No one touches what is mine. But hey, maybe I can start getting my own network started rather than relying on everyone else."
"You are playing a dangerous game," Scarlett warned.
"I know, but Ikta wants to restore paranormals to new levels. Technology is making it harder and harder to hide. We are headed for a large shift in the era of the world." I turned to look at Scarlett. "I need to take some risks if I'm to get ahead of all of this, rather than just reacting every time I'm attacked and everyone is put at risk. I really just want some simple detective work, but I don't think that's going to happen."
She rolled her eyes before giving me a kiss on the cheek. Then she went to inspect the barge and make sure we didn't have any stowaways.
I looked out over the water as we moved closer to land, letting out a few deep breaths. Things were changing. Tides were shifting, and I could feel that we were headed towards a precipice of something. I wasn't sure what it was, but it seemed like it was about time I worked on preparing for it.




Chapter 31


The jet engine wound down as we slowed on the tarmac. Jadelyn's jet was getting a little cramped with the six honor guard dragons and my five mates. The jet really wasn't meant for nearly a dozen people, but we managed.
We taxied on the tarmac, making our way over to the hangar.
I looked out the jet's window, smiling as I saw Kelly bouncing on her heels as we grew closer. I couldn't wait to wrap my arms around her. Soon when I started flying places on my own strength, I'd be able to get to her even more quickly. My beast pulsed with excitement at the idea.
The plane stopped, the seatbelt light came off, and Kelly burst through the door, rushing down the length of the plane and tackling me.
"My mate, my alpha. I missed you," Kelly shouted before smothering me in kisses.
I waved to everyone else. "We'll just be a minute."
"You aren't that fast," Scarlett chuckled, unclicking her seatbelt and hopping out of the plane to go check on a black SUV that was waiting.
"I missed you too, Kelly. We had a lovely adventure on the island."
She frowned. "You went on an adventure without me? I thought it was just a boring big meeting for dragons." She wrinkled her nose as she sniffed at my honor guard. "You brought home a few of them."
"Yev, lead them out, please?"
"Come on, girls. I think we need to talk to Jadelyn about getting set up with places for all of you to stay."
Several of them looked back at Kelly and me longingly, others seemed more concerned that they weren't going to be staying with me.
But with a little more prompting from Yev, they finally moved off of the plane.
"Missed you." I nuzzled my cheek against her as she continued to rub against me, trying to smother me in her scent.
"Me too." Kelly started kissing down my neck. "My big bad alpha. It wasn't the same with you gone."
I grunted as her hand found its way into my pants, and she stroked me.
"I hope you left some for me after the flight."
"With the dragons, I didn't flaunt it too much. And the six of them are my honor guard. Not mates." Gripping her tight, little cheerleader rear, I fixed her against me and picked her up as I stood.
"Good. But first sex. Then you can tell me everything." Kelly rubbed against me again with urgency.
I tossed her on the bed. "We have to be quick."
Kelly moaned. "I just need my alpha in me again. Being around the pack rutting like wild animals is fucking tough while you are gone. Two more bitches are pregnant." Kelly sighed. "I want my pups."
Loosening her jeans, I peeled the tight fabric off of her. As soon as they were gone, I could smell her arousal and see the wet spot on her thong. The beast woke up inside of me, suddenly far more interested.
Pushing my jeans down, I didn't even step out of them before I lifted Kelly's hips and pushed aside her panties, penetrating her with one swift push.
Kelly let out a sigh of relief and her hand found her clit as she started playing with herself urgently. "Fill me, my alpha, pump it into me and remind me that I'm your bitch."
I had a tight grip on her thighs as I did just that, pushing myself deep within her slick sex. Her fluids overflowed and ran down my length to tickle my balls. She was more than ready.
"Kelly," I groaned as she used her supernatural strength to squeeze my length inside of her.
"I need my alpha," she groaned and humped me right back. "Give me it, give me everything you have."
Her grip on my cock was so tight that I had to pull her up and down along my length. I growled and picked her up off the bed, holding her aloft as I pounded into her.
"Yes! Alpha, yes!" She rode me, screaming as her hand became a blur on her clit and she finally popped.
Her pussy twitched and sucked at my cock as she climaxed around me.
Lifting her off of me, I tossed her face down on the bed and lifted her hips to keep plunging into her slick sex. Kelly screamed and growled into the bed, delirious with pleasure.
When I came, it was explosive, and I felt the wind leave me, replaced by ecstasy.
Kelly was quiet, but when I rolled her over, her face was fixed in a loopy but happy smile. 
"It's different, much, much stronger." She sighed. Apparently, I'd have to be more careful.
My seed carried with it a flood of mana that gave my woman's explosive pleasure, but it seemed to have short-circuited Kelly.
I chuckled, wiping myself off and pulling up my pants before wrapping her in a blanket and carrying her out.
Scarlett raised an eyebrow as she took in the dopey werewolf in my arms. "She looks content."
"I think my seed is even more potent." I cast a worried glance at Scarlett.
She just shrugged. "We'll find out. Come on and get in." She tapped the side of the black SUV and hopped in the driver's seat.
Getting in myself, I handed the comatose werewolf to Morgana.
"Beautiful Blueberry," Kelly said in greetings.
"Are you dying, Furball?"
"Of happiness. My alpha filled me well and good." Kelly curled into Morgana while I got situated.
"What?" The ladies in the car were giving me odd looks.
Morgana lifted a white eyebrow. "I'm almost worried. But I'm not surprised; I did notice that your blood has gotten sweeter."
"We'll deal with it like everything. I just want a slice of normal. Can we head to my apartment?" I asked Scarlett.
"Not a problem. The dragonettes will follow behind us in a second car." Scarlett started the engine, and we got going.
"Dragonettes?" I asked.
"They need a name." Tyrande argued. "I think it is fitting."
It was sort of fitting, and I didn't love 'honor guard'. It sounded archaic, and also made me feel like they were supposed to keep me chaste.
"Do you want the dragons to come into your place?" Jadelyn asked.
I knew they'd stick around me regardless, and Frank would have questions. I figured it was better to introduce them to him.
I sighed. "Sure, why not?"
Yev giggled in the back seat. "You might not be able to get them all out afterwards."
I snorted. "Let's watch them disobey their dragon king."
"Is his head growing bigger?" Morgana quipped. "Careful, you might just float off with all the hot air in there."
I laughed it off, but she was somewhat right. With the changes that had been happening lately, I was getting a little full of myself.
I'd been thinking about the encounter with Interpol during the flight. I'd somewhat lost it there, but I refused to beat myself up for protecting my mate.
That said, it did reinforce my need for more allies, in the human world. To them, I was just some college kid that had struck some sort of unknown fame. I could understand why they might think I was in on some sort of nefarious activity. I needed a better way to control my story.
I looked back over at Morgana, who was waiting for a response. "Don't worry, the new weight on my shoulder will stop me from floating away. Besides, who would stop you from running off to Switzerland on a suicide mission if I wasn't here?" I shot right back.
Morgana didn't like to be reminded of that, but that's precisely why I did.
"You won't let that go," she replied.
"Not until you drop the bra pad bit," I countered swiftly.
Morgana narrowed her eyes. "Fine, I won't mention it in public."
I held out my hand, and she shook on it. 
"Besides, not only did I stand up to Interpol, but I put your mercenary company in the crosshairs. If they take it badly, you are going down that fun ride with me." I stuck my tongue out at Morgana.
"Ass. If you get one of my cars shot up, I'm going to make you compensate me."
I mimed clutching my pearls. "My treasure."
"With what you took from Tiamat, it is vast enough that I could pinch away a few gold coins and you'd never notice," Morgana scoffed.
"Actually, he'd notice," Yev pointed out. "Make sure you take it and run."
"Hey, my gold stays in the hoard. Or I won't show it to you," I warned Yev playfully, but there was just a little bite in my words.
Yev shrugged. "Sorry, Morgana, I can't help you. I'm fully on team dragon."
"His hoard isn't that impressive," Kelly murmured.
I would have been offended if it hadn't grown considerably since she'd last seen it. Or at least, it would when I emptied my bracer.
I laughed along with everyone else in the car. Kelly realized she was missing something.
"He is coming home with literal mountains of gold and jewels," Scarlett explained.
Kelly perked up from her near comatose state. "I missed mountains of gold?"
"And spider women," Jadelyn tossed in.
"Right, spill. What happened over there?" Kelly sat up in Morgana's lap, overcoming her post coital bliss with curiosity.
***"You torched the whole place?" Kelly was just getting to the end of the story as we pulled up to my apartment.
"Yup, I didn't want any lingering driders on the island."
She shrugged. "Still seems like it was a little over the top, even for icky spider women."
"A dragon king does what a dragon king wants," I responded, not wanting to talk about it more.
"Wait until he tells you about how he nearly drowned in the water," Jadelyn snorted, knowing I'd leave that part out.
"Or about how he beat up an Interpol agent," Yev added.
Kelly cursed, "Damn it, I missed so much. I want to punch an Interpol agent."
"Maybe next time." I got out of the car and headed up to my apartment with my six mates and the six dragonettes.
We grew quieter, unable to talk about all the paranormal events in public.
"Alright, don't cause trouble." I looked back at the dragons.
"You have our word that we will do nothing of the sort." Polydora bowed, having become the de facto leader of the group since she was the oldest.
I led them into my apartment.
Frank looked up from the couch as the women streamed in behind me, and his jaw slowly dropped lower and lower. "La-ladies! Welcome to our lovely abode." 
He spun off the couch, abandoning his shark movie for something far more interesting. He was, as normal, wearing a button down and tight-fitted jeans that were the latest style.
I enjoyed the moment. It always brought me back to reality being back in the apartment with Frank, even if the parade of women was far from normal.
"Ladies, this is my roommate, Frank. Frank, you know some of them. These are my two new girlfriends, Yev and Tyrande. They are Swiss. These six are just friends. I'll let them introduce themselves."
"Just friends?" Sarisha asked Chloe what that meant.
"Oh. Okay. That makes more sense." Frank patted his chest, trying to calm himself down.
Maddie came out of Frank's room dressed to go out. She normally wore more casual clothes when she was just hanging out at our apartment. "Oh, more ladies."
Polydora raised her hand. "I would like to clarify. While My K— Zach has called me 'just friends', I'd like it to be clear that I would like to have sexual intercourse with him and am not 'on the market' as they say."
Frank's head fell into his open palm, and he muttered to himself before snapping up. "Mandatory roommate meeting. Now." 
He marched over to my room. Which was apparently the sudden roommate meeting room.
"Good to see you, Maddie," I greeted my friend. A while ago, I would have called her my best friend, but with the secret of paranormals between us, it felt like a rift was opening between us. 
"Good to see you too..." She trailed off, taking in all the women with me. "We were about to go out to Rowdy's for drinks. That place might fit us all better if you want to join."
"Yeah, let me go talk to Frank quickly and get something a little nicer on." I realized that I smelled like sex, and it was probably for the best if I changed.
Stepping around her, I went into my own room, and Frank closed the door behind me. He sat down on the bed, a dumbfounded expression on his face.
Then he steepled his fingers in front of him and looked up at me. “Explain, please.”
“Sure. What do you want to know?” I focused on my closet, not taking him seriously.
Frank gestured wildly at the door. “What the hell, man? Six?!” He looked at me dead on. “You’re holding out on me. Tell me your secrets, damn it.”
I only chuckled, walking over to my closet. “Calm down, man. Some things changed in my life, and this is the result. Besides, you are dating Maddie, my best friend.” 
I liked to remind him of that fact whenever he got jealous of my harem. I knew Maddie wouldn't be into something similar.
Reaching into my closet, I took off my shirt and replaced it with a nicer one before changing out my dirty jeans for a fresh pair of black ones that were quite slimming on me.
I smiled. Frank had helped me pick them out when I had been trying to get ready for my date with Scarlett.
"Look, Frank." I turned around and thought he deserved the truth. "There's something I can't tell you, because it concerns not just me, but a bunch of people."
"Dude." Frank sat down on the bed. "I knew it. You are mixed up in something bad, right? Drug dealers? The mob? Oh, you are totally working your way up through the mob, aren't you?"
"No." I shook my head. "What? Why would you think I'm in the mob?"
"'Cause you have a dozen of the hottest girls I've ever seen in my life out there. It must be like one of those ice cream freezers with the dozen flavors. You just get to pick one every night, depending on what flavor you are feeling," he said in awe, getting completely off point.
I smacked my face. "Frank, I'm not in the mob, nor a drug dealer. It isn't bad, just secretive. Also, yes, it is exactly like the ice cream analogy." I rolled my eyes.
"Uh huh." He didn't sound convinced at all. "Secret organizations tend to be bad, man. Don't let them lure you with all the pussy in the world."
"No. Damn it, Frank. That's not what's happening." I was growing frustrated. Mostly at my inability to tell him.
"Then I don't understand how you are maintaining a dozen girlfriends."
"Six," I corrected him.
He then mimed Polydora. "'Excuse me, I'd like him to fuck my brains out.' That sure as hell sounded like another girlfriend."
"She just wants my babies." I snapped my mouth shut and stared at the ceiling. "That didn't make it better, did it?"
"Nope. But don't worry, man. Your secret is safe with me." He smiled, waiting for me to fill him in.
"No, I can't. There are rules. If I tell you, then you are mine, like ownership." I remembered the warnings I had received when I was brought into the whole secret.
"Eww," Frank said. "No homo. Wait, if I get the tall Amazonian princess out there to tell me, does she own me? Because I'd totally let her step on me if that's what she's into. I mean, that's not necessarily my thing, but for her—"
"Frank!" I stopped him before I heard things I didn't want to hear. "I can't tell you. She can't tell you. It's a secret, and I just needed to get that out so that I stop feeling like I'm sneaking around."
My roommate frowned. "Okay. But... what are you going to tell Maddie?"
"What about Maddie?" I asked, my brows pressing down.
"Hah, yeah, she hasn't noticed a thing. Not one thing." He gave me an incredulous look. "She's not an idiot, man. But that's all between you and her. By the way, I'm stealing your cologne and maybe seeing if I can't rock one of your shirts. I'll find your secret sauce."
I didn't even argue. Frank was going to do those things either way. Instead I left my room first and found the girls ready to go. "Frank will be a minute. Ready to get going?"
"Rowdy's sounds like a fun place. I am excited to go to the drinking hole with you." Polydora smiled.
Maddie turned with a 'where do you find these women' look.
Yev smacked the back of Polydora's head, and the Amazonian looked properly chastised. 
"Since we will be moving to this area, it would be nice for you to show us some of it. Can we walk?" Yev tried to smooth things over.
"Oh, yeah, it isn't that far," Maddie agreed. "It's also THE place to be on a night out. It'll be hard for us to find a table big enough for all of us."
"Don't worry, we will make one if needed," Larisa promised with a slightly sinister gleam in her eyes.
I didn't want to find out what happened to people that kept her and the others apart from me. There were going to be new logistics in my life.
Frank didn't take long before he came out with at least a tasteful amount of my cologne on and an old shirt that was too small anyway. "Are we going, or what?"
Maddie frowned, and there was a silent conversation between her and Frank before he shook his head.
"Let's go." Maddie grabbed Frank and led our growing group out of the apartment.




Chapter 32


Trina scooted a second table up to ours. "I thought you said it would be hard to get a table." She smirked as she shifted the chairs to fit around the newly combined tables.
I frowned. They had done something. Polydora had gone up to the table, which had been full of men, and then walked away with them trailing after her.
As I looked up, she rounded the corner, walking back with a smug grin and none of the men following her. I hoped they weren't dead in an alley, but then that had been too quick, even for her.
She sat down near me at the table casually, a face of pure innocence.
"Should I be worried?"
"I think they decided to call it a night early." She shrugged. "I just asked nicely."
I scoffed. We both knew it was bullshit, but nobody had gotten hurt, so I'd just let it go.
A server came by, and I ordered an 'adios motherfucker'. The others familiar with the place ordered whatever variant of the three-dollar long island they preferred. They were what the college bar was famous for serving, and they were served in a small pitcher.
Copious amounts of strong, bottom shelf drink, just what every college student needed.
The dragons were frowning. 
"Can I get a menu?" Polydora asked.
"Oh yeah. Totally." The server politely waved at her, but I saw it turn into a grumble as he went off to find a menu.
"Did I make a mistake?" Polydora asked.
"No, not really. It's just that, at this point in the semester, people usually know what they want without a menu," I explained.
"Ah, will this be expected of every place? Will I have time to prepare in the future?" the Amazonian dragon questioned like she was preparing the start of a military campaign.
Maddie laughed. "Chill out, it's just Zach. You don't have to try so hard."
The Amazonian bronze dragon shook her head. "You do not understand."
"You want in his pants,” Maddie said bluntly. “That’s not how you do it. I should know; I’m his best friend.”
The dragons all perked up. 
"Really?" Larisa asked eagerly. "You know the secret?"
Internally, I let out a tremendous groan. Thanks, Maddie. I didn't need to be here for this. 
"Be right back." I stood to go to the restroom.
A guy walked in ahead of me, practically pin balling off the walls as he tried to make his way over to the urinal.
There were several trashed men attempting to pee inside; their ability to hit their target varied greatly. The guy that had stumbled in ahead of me let out a deep sigh as he let go.
"Zach," Maddie hissed, grabbing my arm and startling me.
"Huh? Maddie, this is the guy's bathroom." I looked around, but most of the others in the bathroom seemed too focused on getting their business done to notice a girl.
"Yeah, well, this is the only place I can get you alone." She crossed her arms and her foot tapped in a way that I knew meant danger.
I understood she wanted to talk, so I grabbed her arm and hauled her to the back of the bathroom where there was, by some obligation, a baby changing area. It seemed to repel away all the drunk dudes. 
"What's up?"
Frank had hinted that there was something Maddie wanted to talk about.
"Are we okay? You have barely talked to me since I started dating Frank," Maddie started off with a gut punch.
It was fair. I really hadn't talked to her much at all during the school year. "It's awkward. You are Frank's girlfriend, and I don't want to be friendlier with you than he is."
"Well, you are still my friend. I hope we will still be when this is all over." She was winding up for something bigger.
"Okay, so that's not the real issue. What is?"
"You can send home the actors or escorts or whatever they are," Maddie sighed. "Seriously, this has gotten ridiculous."
I laughed, not because it was funny, but at the explanation she'd come up with to make it make sense to her. "They aren't actors or escorts. Yev, Tyrande, Scar, Jadelyn, Kelly, and Morgana are my girlfriends." I paused. If I was going to open up to Maddie, I needed to do it right. "If I'm being honest, we're more than serious. We're essentially married."
Maddie blinked. "Right. Funny." She rolled her eyes.
But I kept a stone face. I wasn't joking.
"Are you dying?" she asked. "Like, this is one last hurrah, and they are all sympathetic to your terminal illness?" Maddie tried to grasp at a reason. "Did you come into some sort of family wealth they are after?"
"No, I'm better than ever, Maddie. Really, you don't need to worry." I tried to think of a way to explain what was happening without putting her at risk of knowing the secret, but then a guy came out of the stall next to us and did a double take at Maddie. But he seemed to let it go, moving on.
She shook her head. "Look, I bought it at two. Then you came home with four, and I was waiting for the big implosion. Honestly, part of me wondered if it was some sort of prank TV show. But this has gone on long enough."
Maddie gestured wildly towards the exit. "Twelve. That's not girlfriends, Zach. That's a cult!"
"Look, Maddie—"
"Don't 'look' me, Zach. We are better than this. What the fuck is going on? My dad is a lawyer. If you need help, maybe I can get him to help," she pleaded with me.
"A lawyer won't help," I sighed. "There's nothing bad happening, I swear."
Maddie would not let it go that easily, though. "It's drugs, isn't it? That Poly-whatever girl is totally on drugs. That or she's a terrible actor. Who the hell raises their hand and announces they want to have sex with somebody?"
The actual answer was a dragon from a formal time that really wanted dragon king babies.
"Polydora," I corrected her. "She's not on drugs; she's foreign."
"Where do they come from that having a dozen women fawn over a dude is normal?" She didn't sound convinced in the slightest.
I didn't know how to explain it to her any better. "They are mine. Never will I let them leave me or be with another. And I'll live for a long time."
"Holy shit. Maybe you are the one on drugs." She put a hand to my forehead, as if that would tell her something. "You think they are your sex slaves or something?"
I snatched her wrist and pulled her hand off my forehead. "Maddie, just let it go. No one is being hurt, nothing illegal is happening. There are just some things that I can't explain, and we all care for each other."
Maddie stared at me, searching my eyes for an answer. "You can tell me."
"No, I really can't. It isn't safe for you." Bringing a human into the paranormal world was practically like using her as bait.
"Sure, nothing bad, but it is bad for my health to know. That sounds one hundred percent kosher," she snorted.
More than a few guys were watching us now, probably waiting to see her slap me.
"We will talk about this later. I promise. Now get out of the guy's bathroom," I told her, a little exhausted at how badly my paranormal life was fitting into my human one.
***The conversation with Maddie bothered me. She wasn't one to let things go easily. It wasn't going to blow over after a day or two; she was going to hound me or even try to investigate it on her own.
That was just asking for trouble.
"Zach, are you okay?" Jadelyn asked as our group walked across the city to Morgana's club.
"Yeah, just thinking. The two of them are getting very suspicious. Have I lost a grip on my 'normal' life?" I wondered if I could even pretend to be normal anymore. It almost seemed futile at this point with everything going on.
"No, the school doesn't care. As for Maddie and Frank, maybe we could stop coming over in large groups? That way, it isn't so in their face," Jadelyn offered.
I blew out a heavy breath. "It's a good idea, but the damage is done. They both think I'm in some sort of drug operation or other illegal trouble. How do you all manage it?"
Tyrande and Yev immediately bowed out of the question, followed by Morgana and Kelly.
"What? Okay. You two have your sorority," I pointed to Jade and Scar.
"Yeah, but we aren't besties or anything with them. Just casual friends," Scarlett clarified. "It is hard to have someone on the outside of the paranormal in your life."
They were probably right, but what was I supposed to do? Just cut them out? I played it out in my head. 'Sorry Maddie, things changed, bye. See you never.'
There was no way she'd accept that. She'd probably think I was even deeper into trouble and start stalking me. And Frank would be the same.
I'd probably have to change schools to lose them. And even the thought of cutting them out of my life hurt. Even if they hadn't gone through my latest adventures with me, we had so many memories between us. They'd always been there for me, and I wasn't ready to let go of my human life.
"You are probably one of the highest profile paranormals in the world," Morgana reminded me, even though I didn't need any reminder. "Having one foot in the normal world will be difficult. I would suggest you leave school. We can have you attend classes somewhere else."
"Amira has a Harvard Diploma in her hoard. Her or any of the other honor guard could probably teach you what you wanted," Yev offered.
"Yes, my king, we have extensive knowledge on many subjects," Amira piped up. The dragons had been staying quiet unless called upon and trailing further behind me.
I rubbed my eyes. "Maybe I'll take a break from school. Besides, I need to work on my magic, anyway. After this trip, I realized just how far behind I am in magic skills."
Jadelyn clapped her hands together. "I bet we could bribe your way into an independent study course or two to keep you enrolled. That way, it doesn't have to be a hard stop."
"It would keep a door open to the normal world if you didn't just drop out," Scarlett added.
"That's... not exactly moral, but not a bad idea. I'd still be in school, just not normal classes," I said slowly, coming to terms with the idea. "Okay, we can do that, but first I get to show off my hoard and fill it to the brim with Tiamat's gold." I knew that would make me feel better.
"Your gold now," Yev threw in.
"Mine," I growled, the beast agreeing with me.
We got to Bumps in the Night, Morgana's club, and went inside.
The club was packed, but I dodged deftly through it, finding the employee only door that led into the Atrium and ducking through without a problem. The sign seemed to do a great job of keeping out the masses.
"So where is your hoard?" Yev asked from behind me, sounding a little too excited.
"This way." I walked through the Atrium and pushed open the stone door that Morgana had given a sample of my blood to so that I could enter. Then I took the left branch after that. Morgana's room was down the right side.
Opening the door, I revealed my stately apartment. Morgana had initially set it up for me, and Rupert had bought an addition to my bathroom as a wedding present.
The dragons oohed and awed at the swooping gold dragon motif that was everywhere.
"If you like that, you should see the bathroom. The faucets are all dragons." Jadelyn pushed open the bathroom door, but instead of more appreciation, the room was met with silence.
"That's... a bathroom?" Yev asked.
I laughed. "You should have seen my first time after Rupert had it put in."
The place was a huge, tiled room with multiple large bathing pools that varied by temperature. It was also quite steamy.
Yev pointed to the largest pool. "We might even be able to give you swimming lessons."
Scoffing, I closed the door. "It isn't that big."
"Keep telling yourself that," Yev grumbled and then turned to the bedroom. "You said it was under your mattress?"
"Yes, the hoard. Come." I moved over to the bed and lifted the mattress. Then I touched a spot at the base of the bed, sliding open a loose plank. "It's a tight fit, but come in."
Getting into the hoard was purposefully difficult, and so was getting out. It would make it harder for anybody to steal from it, unless they had a spatial pocket like Morgana had in her bra, or I had in my bracer.
I went in between the planks of the bed, grabbing the ladder as I went. It was only a dozen rungs before I hit the bottom and a huge cavern opened up before me.
There was a tidy pile of gold bullion that I had earned with Morgana; it made the beast inside of me giddy seeing it again. Near it was a half-full weapon rack armed with a tainted Native American dagger and a set of twin blades that an archangel had wielded.
And finally, there was a shelf with a few odd knickknacks from when I was younger. A few geodes from when I had gone hiking in the hills with my father and two vials of panned gold.
The girls all gathered down behind me while I was recollecting where I had earned it all. But there was still a vast space left empty for me to fill.
"It's kind of small," Tyrande said, looking at the pile.
Yev gasped and covered her mouth. "She didn't mean it."
"Shall I kill her, my king?" Polydora offered.
Tyrande held up her hands. "Oh, my gosh. I didn't mean it that way." She paused. "That's probably worse than telling a guy his dick is small, isn't it?"
Scarlett laughed. "We don't have that problem, thankfully."
"No, we do not," Kelly sighed wistfully.
"It's fine. I know the pile isn't much to look at, but I've grown it through hard work. One step at a time." I smiled at the pile of gold, proud of it. Even if it would fit in a plastic laundry basket.
Larisa wandered over to the shelf. "What are these?"
"Oh, before I knew I was a dragon, I had a thing for trying to dig up gold in the mountains. There really isn't much in the Appalachians, but I sure tried. My adoptive father went panning with me several times. That's what those vials are. They are our results from panning."
"Really?!" Larisa looked at the vials. "Which one is yours?"
I pointed to the right vial. "That one."
She lifted it off the shelf reverently. "Gold pulled from the earth with a dragon's bare hands is very valuable. It imbues it with a significant amount of magic."
"Then why don't other dragons pan for it?" I asked.
"Because it is tiresome, and the gold mines are often heavily monitored," Polydora answered for her. "Our father spent some time mining gold when he was younger and has a stash of such. But he is not the dragon king and heir to both Bahamut and Tiamat. I am curious what your gold could do."
With those words, the dragons all gathered around the tiny vial, looking at it before Larisa put it down.
"I want to see mountains of gold." Kelly grabbed my arm and looked up at me with sparkles in her eyes.
"Fine. I want to free up space in my bracer, anyway. I need a place to put some canned food and replace my clothes." I stepped away from everyone and my original pile as the bracer started to spray out a steady stream of gold and jewels into the room.
I continued, walking out into the center of the cavern, leaving a trail of gold coins.
At the current rate, it was going to take far too long. But fully shifting would ruin my current shirt, and I liked this one. So I instead focused on my arm, trying to increase the mass around my bracer. I watched as my arm and the bracer grew.
It looked awkward as hell, like I was some sort of crab-man, but it didn't matter. Functionally, it was working. As the bracer increased in size, so did the opening from which it spewed.
"It just keeps coming." Kelly clapped her hands. "I can totally swim in it once it's done, right?"
I shook my head. "It is actually really hard to swim in gold. You might if you shift. You need a little more mass to push around the gold. I can do it as a dragon."
All the dragons trailed after me and nodded in agreement.
"Swimming in gold is difficult."
Morgana joined me, taking her bra off and shaking out the gold she had collected into the pile.
"You don't have to do that."
"I gathered it for you, not for me." Morgana rolled her eyes. "Besides, it was sort of your gold. Your inheritance. She was your mother, in a sense."
Jadelyn snapped to attention. "What are you going to do with the crystal?"
"Put it on a shelf somewhere she can watch from. But maybe not pointed towards a bed. No need for her to get an eyeful." I already had a shelf in mind in the apartment. My Atrium room was one of the safest, and I needed to keep it safe.
And they'd have some traffic to amuse them, unlike a room that only got used every few hundred years.
I kept walking around the room, shooting out the gold. The gold was forming a small mound, and Kelly jumped in it like one would a pile of leaves.
It didn't give as much as she expected.
"Ouch. Gold is hard." Kelly rubbed her head. "Yev, teach me to swim in gold."
"We need a little more than this." Yev slipped off her dress and padded away as green scales blossomed over her skin. She grew to the full length of her dragon form. "But you swim through gold more like this." 
She pushed her head through the pile, sending gold scattering along the cavern.
A growl rose in my chest, and I rumbled in approval. "I will weigh you down with gold chains and keep you here as part of my hoard," I growled at Yev.
She laughed. "Careful, he might do the same to you," Yev warned Kelly.
Tyrande came over and lifted my arm so that I was spraying gold up into the air, then walked over such that the gold coins bounced off her chest and got stuck in her cleavage. "Our mate also seems to love seeing us covered in gold."
My eyes locked on Tyrande as she did a slow sway of her hips under the pouring of rain. 
I spoke over my shoulder, "Polydora, take the girls and leave. I think I need some privacy with my harem." My voice was filled with gravel as my need surged.
"Uh oh. Now you did it, Tyrande," Scarlett chuckled nervously. "I hope you can last longer than me."
I didn't even watch as the dragons left. My arm shifted back to normal proportions, but gold continued to pour out of the bracer as I tackled Tyrande onto the pile of gold. Using my strength, I ripped her dress off of her as the other women piled in around us.
"Mine." My growl echoed off the walls of the cavern.
My mates echoed my claim, full of giggles and joy as they took turns pulling me over to them in the pile of gold.
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