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Chapter 1


The wind whipped across my scales as I flew high overhead. Sabrina was doing her best to keep me cloaked against anyone or anything that might be watching. 
“I can’t believe you went to get it all the way in England.” Sabrina held onto my horns as she rode me.
“Of course I did. It’s your freaking summoning circle. Now it’s going in my hoard where it’ll be protected.” My voice boomed out louder than I had intended, but that was a hazard of talking as a giant fucking dragon.
The mountain that led into Sentarshaden loomed ahead.
When I’d finished up the year at school, I’d immediately immersed myself in any distraction I could find to avoid being involved in planning or even really thinking about the chaos that was going to be The Big Day.
I’d already married Jadelyn in an intimate siren wedding, but that was private. The joint wedding with all of my mates would be anything but private.
Between the Highaen sisters’ family and Jadelyn’s family’s connections, I already knew that I was going to suffocate with guests. And then Kelly had insisted that her entire pack needed to be present.
Morgana, Sabrina, and Scarlett had at least gone easier on me, narrowing down their guest lists. Scarlett had the brunt of it as she tried to manage the logistics for the insane event.
“You are worrying about the wedding again. It’ll be fine. We get to go to Summer’s chateau tomorrow and start setting up.” Sabrina had gotten pretty good at reading my moods.
And my current mood had what felt like a panic attack coming on. So, I focused on other things.
“After the council meeting. The Wallachia are sending someone who is going to take over the whole east coast vampires. Apparently, the Gregorians did more damage than any of us realized,” I grumbled.
After classes had broken for the summer, rather than being free, I had been saddled with even more responsibilities. I understood that I was the Dragon King, and that came with responsibilities, but sometimes, I wished I could fly free.
“Well, at least they are sending someone Morgana knows,” Sabrina tried to be helpful.
“Right. Well, let’s head into the city. Also, you can drop the spell.” I rolled around the side of the mountain and dove through the passage into Sentarshaden.
The world around us instantly changed from the Swiss mountain ranges to the vibrant city of Sentarshaden and the giant tree it was named after as the enchantments faded behind us that had been hiding the city under the guise of a mountain.
I was getting better at finding the spot into and out of the city; I’d visited several times recently.
The sisters needed to visit with their family, and I was in attendance as any suitable mate would be. We could take the Atrium into the area thanks to Morgana, but I enjoyed flying.
And I used it when I needed to. In an effort to escape my in-laws and some of the wedding planning, I’d recently taken my succubus on a trip to go get her summoning circle.
At the base of the tree, the Highaen compound circled the roots, climbing up the bottom of its trunk. It was huge, just like the sisters’ family.
I spotted the wide flat roof that the family had provided for me to take off and land from. Thankfully, my landing had gotten a bit more graceful.
Catching as much wind as I could with my wings, I slowed myself down until I found myself right above the roof. Hovering for a moment, I used my wings to slowly descend us down until my dragon feet touched the roof.
The last thing I wanted to do was wreck my in-law’s roof.
“Hop off. I think it’s almost dinnertime.” My voice changed pitches as my bones popped and crackled. I shrunk down to my naked human form and pulled out clothes from my enchanted bracer—a gift from my first four mates, etched with their names. The others had added theirs as they became part of my harem.
Slipping on my jeans, I looked over at Sabrina who was trying to appear casual but was anxious about something. I raised an eyebrow, waiting for her to voice her concern.
“You still have it, right?” she asked, her foot tapping in her anxiety.
I pulled the stone slab out of the enchanted bracer. “Want to hang onto it?”
“No, it’s too big. I’d more likely damage it by carrying it around,” Sabrina huffed. “Sorry. I just worry about it.”
I smiled reassuringly. “We’ll get it to my hoard tonight after dinner. This should wrap everything up, and we’ll head back to Philly.” I put the slab back in the enchanted bracer and found a button-down shirt, slipping it on and buttoning it up.
Rather than put on shoes, I left my feet bare. It had taken me a little to adjust to going around barefoot, but shoes were so damn expensive to keep replacing. So I’d learned to just leave them off.
“How do I look?” I spun around for Sabrina.
She blushed but stepped up and tried to fix my hair. “There. I think you won’t embarrass yourself like that.”
A pair of Highaen guards watched us from the door. Both of them looked a little giddy. I still got a lot of attention as the Dragon King. I was getting used to it, but the staring was always a little weird.
And my reputation had spread further ever since we’d dealt with the vampire problem in Philly. It was officially out that I wasn’t just a gold dragon. My ability to change colors was on videos that circulated the paranormal communities like wildfire.
And beyond that, I was the son of both Tiamat and Bahamut—two god-like beings in the paranormal world—which had caused the press to go wild. My parents, who were ancient reincarnating dragons, had always been forced to be apart. Nobody knew how or when they’d made a son.
The popularity was a lot for me, but my mates were taking it in stride. Kelly still had a stupid dating app on her phone and loved to read out the messages that the profile she’d set up for me received. I had only become even more popular if it was anything to gauge it by.
“Mr. Dragon King. This way. The queen said you were to be escorted to dinner when you arrived back. I believe they are waiting for you.” He smiled and opened the door, leading the way while the second guard waited until we passed and took up the rear.
We wound down a set of stairs and walked through several long halls filled with decorations in the colors of green and gold. The Highaen colors were everywhere.
After a number of twists and turns, the guards deposited us in a dining room. I tried to decide if I’d been in that room before. I was fairly sure it was a new one.
But I relaxed when I saw the group present. It was a far smaller table and gathering than other dinners. This one didn’t seem to include Tyrande’s cousins, second cousins, and distant relatives where I was shown about like a show dog.
A feast was laid out across the polished wooden table, with the direct family seated around it.
“King Pendragon.” My mother-in-law stood as we entered, stiffly bowing and gesturing with a wide sweep. “Please join us for dinner,” she formally invited me.
I held back a sigh and smiled. “Thank you for the gracious offer. This is a wonderful bounty. I’m sorry to have kept you.” I had gotten more used to the formality, stepping over and slipping into the empty seat between the queen’s two daughters.
Yev gave me a sympathetic smile while Tyrande looked a little apologetic.
“I was just telling my daughters how happy we were that they ended up with you.” Their mother politely started the dinner, and servants came to cut food from the trays at the center and serve us.
In fact, she had hated me before she learned that I was the Dragon King, but I wasn’t holding a grudge.
I eyed the meat, wanting to reach out and take a huge hunk but making myself wait to be served. Yev elbowed me, forcing me to take my eyes off the meat and respond.
“I’m just as happy to have them as mates.” Grabbing Yev’s hand, I continued. “The Matriarch of my nest and mother of my first child is a special one.”
Yev blushed a deep red, which only made me want to devour her more. The girls had figured out that being around a bunch of horny dragons was giving me a mega dose of pheromones, but I was getting a little hooked on Yev’s scent now that she was pregnant and I knew it was mine.
“The Dragon King’s firstborn. It is a monumental task. We were wondering how often you’d like us to visit?” my mother-in-law continued, trying to play off the question as casual, but there was an intensity in her eyes.
I shrugged, but the way both girls looked at me made me realize that this was important to them. They had some sort of answer in their heads, but I did not know what it was they wanted.
I sighed. Sometimes family was harder than politics. Doubly so when it was both. “We’ll have to settle into a routine before I can give you a hard answer on that. Our whole lives are going to flip upside down with the little dragon.”
Everybody seemed pleased with my answer. My mates relaxed next to me and their mother seemed convinced enough that she would have a role to play.
I eyed the meat again, wishing I had it on my plate so that I could stuff some in my mouth and avoid more talking.
“We will be at the wedding, of course. But I still haven’t gotten an answer from Scarlett as to the order of the weddings. My dear Yev has your firstborn, so I was thinking it would perhaps make sense for her to go first.” She picked up her silverware and started cutting her salad while she waited for an answer.
A salad was placed in front of me, and I stared at it. There were only a few pieces of meat on top with a mass of leaves around it. I didn’t understand why I’d fill up on greens when there was so much delicious meat around.
Stabbing into the greens, I looked up Yev’s mother. “Scarlett is managing the wedding as my first mate.”
I gave my best polite smile as I made myself eat some of the leafy nonsense. I’d gotten really good at repeating that line when asked about the wedding.
“Really now. You are the Dragon King. Shouldn’t you be managing your harem more? My daughter is carrying your first born; it’s almost like you don’t respect that.” My mother-in-law kept pushing while her husband pointedly tried to start up a conversation with Tyrande, changing the subject. He was silenced pretty quickly by a look from his wife. She was not giving up her campaign.
I dabbed at my lips with a napkin to buy myself precious seconds and try to decide what to do next. Both Yev and Tyrande had supportive hands on my lap.
“My first mate, Scarlett, will be the first to marry,” I stated it simply, trying not to offend. But the queen would not have a say in my wedding.
“But doesn’t that seem like she’s abusing her position?” she tried to argue.
I eyed her, trying to keep my temper in check. Planning a wedding was stressful enough without everybody having an opinion. “No. Because I decided that she’d marry me first. She was with me before I discovered I was a dragon, much less the king of dragons. And all of my mates are important to me. I love them equally, and they know that.”
My statement was punctuated by a massive crack as I lost control of my strength. The giant wooden table snapped in half, and everyone’s plates dipped towards the center, sloshing and shattering in a grand pile. I cringed as I watched the beautiful slabs of meat fall in among the glass.
But Tyrande’s mother’s attention was fully on me, and she looked like a teakettle about to boil over.
***“I don’t think it was that bad.” I tried to win the sisters over with a smile. Sabrina walked quietly behind us, staring at the magical runes that Morgana had etched in the tunnel.
Tyrande’s mother had backed off on the wedding order after the mess at dinner, but she’d replaced that campaign with hysteria over the table.
“You broke a ceremonial table that was made from the bark of Sentarshaden itself.” Tyrande put two fingers to forehead with a heavy sigh. The two sisters were similar in so many ways, even though Yev was adopted from a distant relative.
They had the same enchantingly magic eyes and straight, blonde hair. The biggest difference was their builds. Tyrande had a thinner build than Yev. But it made sense. Yev was a giant green dragon when she wanted to be. That strength still transferred into her other forms.
We continued to walk down the concrete passage Morgana had built. Every few feet, I could feel the pull of magic as we crossed another one of Morgana’s thresholds.
The spatial tunnel she had built between Sentarshaden and Philly had originally been an idea for the Highaen sisters to be able to cross between, while the two attempted to maintain both their responsibilities as princesses and my mates.
Jadelyn had gotten involved and bought up the land that Morgana required to create a relay of spatial enchantments. As a result, we soon had a tunnel large enough for two lanes of traffic, and Jadelyn owned it entirely. She charged a steep price for even her father to use it to transport goods.
Rupert only laughed and happily paid it. Jadelyn used the money to entice me with gold. She wasn’t ready for a kid yet, but she had found out just how excited I got when she sprinkled gold coins on herself.
And I wasn’t complaining. Jadelyn was a natural beauty. Add some gold to that, and it really did drive me crazy.
“Either way. What is done is done.” Yev held my arm. “But it might help if you tried to appease our mother more.”
I groaned. “Can you give her the same advice? She’s always so pushy. I’m fairly certain the main thing she likes about me is my status.”
“Welcome to elf politics. At least she’s supportive of our union. That will go a long way. And you’ve already helped my sister provide another heir,” Tyrande added, reaching over to rub her sister’s belly.
“She’s not as bad as demon parents,” Sabrina added distractedly.
I latched onto the change of topic eagerly. “You’ve never mentioned your parents.”
Sabrina rolled her eyes. “Demons are terrible parents. Half the time, they leave their children to fend for themselves almost as soon as they can walk. To call those who birthed me parents is a stretch.”
“You have to have someone that you’d like to bring to the wedding,” Tyrande urged.
“Sir Benifolt is coming. I don’t really want Hell to know that I’m marrying the Dragon King. That’ll only make me get involved in demon politics.” Sabrina stopped, staring at one of Morgana’s enchantments and caught up.
“Hate to tell you this, but Hell probably already knows.” Yev gave the succubus a crooked smile.
“Until Hell comes knocking, I’m pretending they don’t exist. Besides, we are off to the Faerie realm tomorrow. Let’s focus on that.” Sabrina’s eyes glowed briefly with her excitement. Her demon power strained the enchantment on her glasses, a little of her succubus nature that the glasses kept contained peeking through.
She’d been growing stronger at a remarkable rate since becoming my mate.
I chuckled a little, feeling proud at just how potent I was.
“What’s so funny, Mr. Tablebreaker?” Yev asked.
“Nothing.” I smirked. “Just wondering if the fae magic is what has Sabrina so excited, or is it something else?”
“Perv.” Tyrande playfully slapped me and blushed.
Yev focused instead on her sister. “Oh, like you are one to talk. Don’t think I didn’t hear you talking with mother about some stringy gold jewelry.”
“Hey. You know exactly how gold makes him feel. You can’t blame me,” Tyrande jabbed back.
Yev preened. “I do. That’s why I mixed all of my gold into his hoard. Made his gold smell like me forever.”
“It smells like you because you’ve been nesting in my hoard,” I shot back.
Yev shrugged shamelessly. “I’m nurturing my egg for another month, then I’ll lay it in your hoard and have your first little whelp.” She came up behind me, her breath tickling the hairs on the back of my neck and making me more than a little excited.
“Careful, we shouldn’t linger in these halls. And you certainly shouldn’t entice the dragon that accidentally smashed a table while we are in this contained space. He very easily could end up cracking one of these walls and breaking the enchantment.” Sabrina grabbed Yev and pulled her off me, shooing the green dragon down the hall. “I don’t want to get trapped underground just because you two can’t keep it in your pants.”
“Hey! Aren’t you a succubus? You should love this,” Yev squealed as she was hustled down the passage by Sabrina.
I laughed, trailing behind with Tyrande. 
She looked at me, raising a brow. “You cannot do me that hard.” She glanced at the wall as if to see how soft it looked.
“No. I’m gentle with my favorite elf.” I scooped her up like she weighed nothing and carried her like my princess.
She hung in my arms comfortably, her long hair brushing my legs. “I’ll talk to my mother when she shows up for the wedding. With the whole family there, she’ll be forced to not cause a scene. But that’s weeks away, which means we have some time to just enjoy Summer’s chateau before the wedding.”
“You mean weeks of preparations?” I hazarded.
“If you think we aren’t all going to be taking you behind the curtains every chance we get for these four weeks, then we need to get you checked to see if you’ve gone crazy,” Tyrande laughed. “All of us are packing dozens of sets of lingerie. I heard Jadelyn even bought a slinky dress made entirely of fine gold strands.”
“Really?” I perked up.
“Yes. Even the dragonettes are packing that kind of clothing.” She gave me a stern look. “Don’t leave them hanging too long.”
“Dragon’s honor.” I held up a hand as if taking an oath.
“That’s not a thing, goof. You can’t just pretend to make up dragon things. I grew up with one.” Tyrande rolled her eyes.
“What fun is it being the Dragon King if I don’t get to just decide what is draconic and what isn’t?” I bent down and silenced any further protest from her with a kiss that lasted a long time as we walked down the passage towards the Atrium and my apartment.




Chapter 2


I awoke the next day smiling, with my women surrounding me in the hoard. I’d slept like a rock after enjoying some private time together. 
My mates had finally won, and there was now a bed in the hoard. I had put my foot down to make sure it had a gold frame and gold trim on the sheets. But it hadn’t taken too much persuading; they knew what gold did to me.
But we’d proven pretty quickly why gold wasn’t a common choice for a bed, besides just the stupid cost factor. The frame was bent to hell and back, but I just considered it a badge of honor at this point.
I got out of bed and got dressed, mentally preparing myself for another council meeting. I was glad it would be my last for a while. Then it would be a vacation in Faerie and our wedding in a month.
***“One last visitor.” Rupert leaned away from Detective Fox who had been whispering in his ear.
I frowned. I’d thought we’d wrapped up, but I could handle one more topic. I leaned back. My mates were sitting around me, with them fanning out behind my seat as a show of force for the dragons.
“Lady Wallachia,” a siren announced as a cloaked figure stepped out into the center of the area and dramatically threw back the hood of her cloak.
I recognized the name immediately, taking in the woman below. We’d been set to meet after the council meeting, but I wasn’t surprised that she was looking for a grander entrance.
With her hood off, we got a clear view of her features. She was pretty, with thin arched eyebrows and eyes that held sharp intelligence. The red of her eyes matched her bright red lips. All of that red was magnified by her pale skin and dark hair.
“Hello, Council of Philly.” She graced the group with a small bow, parting her cloak and showing a hint of a long, pale leg. “I understand you’ve had issues with vampires in your city lately, and even an imposter. I believe Morgana can verify my identity.”
Morgana grunted beside me.
“I didn’t quite hear that?” The vampire in the pit cupped a hand to her ear and squinted up into the surrounding circle.
We were all back lit. Whether it was for intimidation or anonymity, I wasn’t sure. Nor was I sure that she really had a hard time seeing up into the area with her vampiric qualities.
“Elena Wallachia,” Morgana said more clearly. “My understanding is you are the youngest bloodlord among the family.”
“I am, thank you.” She did a small curtsy. “It’s a pleasure to see you again after all these years, Morgana.”
Morgana gave a smile full of pleasantries, but I knew that Morgana would rather be off cleaning her guns instead of dealing with vampire politics and reliving old memories. “You too.”
Elena clapped her hands after that introduction. “Now. Onto the fun part. Gregorians have gutted the entire east coast vampire leadership in the last year, culminating with killing our investigator a few months ago and resulting in your city's disaster.”
“We are aware of the issue,” I said, my patience wearing thin. I wanted to wrap up the current session, and it felt like she was about to take us down a rabbit hole. And vampires had earned little grace from me. “He has been dealt with. The bloodlord is dead, and we are still dealing with the ramifications. Human agencies and conspiracy theorists are flooding Philly. We’ve managed to eradicate any last holdouts of young, feral vampires. Now we must remain quiet as a community until this storm passes.”
Elena perked up like a young woman, peering around the area where she’d heard my voice originate. “Is that the Dragon King?”
“Yes, it is,” Rupert jumped in, seeming to echo my desire to wrap up the conversation. “Tell us, what is it that you hope to accomplish?”
She took a moment, not seeming rushed whatsoever, before she replied, “There are still vampires here in Philly without leadership, and the east coast will recover. As much as many of you might dislike vampires, we are a constant in the paranormal community. If there isn’t someone here to lead them, they will only cause you further trouble. Part of the problem as I understand it is that they’ve never had leadership that interacts with the Philly Council. I am here particularly to solve both problems.” Elena spun slightly as she spoke, trying to show her face to the entire circle.
Polydora snorted. “She can’t really expect a warm welcome. Not from the dragons.”
I took her reminder and echoed her sentiment. “The vampires have yet to answer for the hunting of a dragon.”
“We are looking into it,” Elena replied quickly, her eyes once again darting around where I sat. “I promise, Dragon King. I am taking this very seriously.” She shielded her eyes. “Could we dim the lights? I’d like to see the Dragon King in person.”
“No,” whispered Morgana low enough that I was pretty sure Elena couldn’t have heard it.
No one moved to dim the lights. I’d actually never seen them dim, and I was curious if that was even possible. I turned, waiting for the fae to give their opinion. They were one of the strongest factions in the city, and they often liked to weigh in.
Normally, Winter would be sitting in for the fae, but Lady Spring had come early to the council. It was a little odd; her mother was pushing the peak of her power given the current season.
The Fall Lady Maeve was a friend of mine. But she hadn’t even finished the semester, dropping out to manage the Winter fae after her mother’s disappearance.
Maeve’s mother had gone into the Fae Wilds in search of something to restore her power; the queen hadn’t been herself ever since the vampires had drained her. I’d managed to help her live, but she was a shell of the matriarch she used to be. 
And so, one day, she’d wandered off into the Wilds. Nobody was sure if she’d ever come back, and Maeve was beside herself. Buried under a whole new set of responsibilities, she was doing her best to keep up, but the few times I’d recently seen her, she was overwhelmed.
A few search parties had gone into the Wilds, but the fae realm was a twisting, confusing place full of all sorts of ancient and mystical things. Only a section of the fae realm had been carved out and tamed by the queens, using their constant wars to cycle the seasons. The rest of it was chaos.
“The fae do not agree with your presence in the city,” Lady Spring stated clearly for the council.
Elena must have expected their response because her smile didn’t falter. “My apologies. I’m still learning voices. Which lady spoke?”
“Spring,” the fae leader stated, her normally sunny demeanor gone. “Your kind has a history of violence with the fae. And our tolerance of vampires in the city came back to bite us, literally. Our Winter Queen was severely injured, and Summer will continue to grow in strength. As it is, you should brace for a brutal summer. Even if Winter returns to full strength, the balance has been broken.”
“Am I correct in assuming any offer of assistance I come with will be denied?” Elena asked.
Spring snorted. “And what do you propose? You want to come and fight amid the fae war?”
Elena drew something from her cloak and set it down. Her hand showed from beneath her sleeve for a second; it was covered in frost from briefly touching the object.
It was a frosty lump, but I couldn’t make out much more than that. 
“We draw from our treasures in hopes of good will,” Elena offered.
Spring stared down at the object with a frown, but she appeared at least interested in the bundle. “Unfortunately, the Winter Queen isn’t here to accept such a gift.”
I leaned back and looked at Morgana sitting next to me. “What is it?”
“A piece of a crown,” Morgana said, squinting. “Beyond that, I don’t know more than you do.”
“It’s a piece of the first Winter Queen’s crown. Particularly the center jewel. It carries much of her magic,” Elena replied. “It has rested in our vaults for a long while, and we bring it with us today to help the Winter Queen recover.”
She reached forward to pick it up gingerly with a cloth. “Unfortunately, we did not know of her absence. But please pass along our well wishes.” She went to retract the item.
“Wait,” Spring hesitated. “Though she is absent, we do not know if she will be successful on her journey. Something like this artifact could help if she was found or returned unsuccessful.”
Elena beamed up at the fae as she placed it back down on the ground. “Wonderful. I must say, this thing is quite cold. I’ve lost a few fingers a few times from carrying it here. You should probably have someone who can handle such a cold come get it.”
True to her words, there was a growing patch of frost under the piece of the crown.
“Maybe someone like the Dragon King?” Elena suggested with a big smile up in my direction.
“Would you mind doing the honors, Larisa?” I asked my dragonette, who was a white dragon.
The petite woman jumped off the balcony and landed with ease. Larisa wore a simple white summer dress and a straw hat; she was certainly ready for her vacation.
Elena pouted. “You aren’t the Dragon King.”
“No, he’s much taller.” Larisa deadpanned and picked up the fragment of Winter’s Crown. She touched it without issue, tucking it into the pocket of her dress.
A little frost dusted her hand, but it didn’t bother her as she walked back over and crouched low before launching herself back up over the pit’s wall.
We were on our way to the fae lands, anyway. While Maeve was busy, I was fairly certain she’d be making an appearance for my wedding. “I’ll take it to Maeve for safekeeping.”
Elena focused back up on my voice with excitement.
Kelly was snickering across the council chamber as she watched Elena’s face. But her latest chuckle caught some attention. She cleared her throat, trying to recover. “Thank you for coming and bringing aid for the Winter fae. It is a goodwill gesture that is noted by all of us.” She glanced at the Spring Lady, who had sat back in her chair, but didn’t appear ready to make another comment.
Elena had at least bought enough consideration to not be thrown out of the council room. But the vampires had destroyed the city, killed a multitude of fae, and taken down one of my dragons. At the moment, my goodwill was not killing her where she stood.
And part of that was that there was some truth to what she’d stated. Vampires were like cockroaches. We’d never fully stamp them out, and they needed a hierarchy. A leader that was willing to work with us was better than none.
I still didn’t love the concept of a bloodlord in Philly, but I was willing to see if she could keep them in check.
“Elena,” I broke the silence, and her eyes homed in a little more on me. “A lot of trust between the vampires and the rest of the paranormal community has been eroded. Solve that, and I’m sure we will welcome you with open arms in time. For now, please protect the secret of the paranormal.”
“Of course. Anything for you, Dragon King!” Her smile turned seductive, and I felt Morgana bristle next to me.
Sighing, I looked around at Rupert and the others, hoping we could be done. When none seemed to object, I readily spoke up, “Then it seems today's meeting is adjourned.”
There was a shuffling as people got up from their seats and moved about.
My mates and the dragonettes moved about beside me, preparing to head out. We were headed to meet Helena and Agent Till at the portal in the park. But before we went, I headed over to Lady Spring as she spun off her seat in a huff. Two fae in armor fell in line behind her.
“You.” She glared at me. “We should not be giving the vampires a chance. When you’ve lived a few centuries longer, you’ll understand that they always cause problems.” Her eyes flickered to Morgana, a scowl flashing across her features.
“Wonderful,” I said, completely non-pulsed by her reaction. It had been expected. “Ready to head over to the fae realm? I was told you could point us in the right direction.”
She nodded firmly. “My mother is going a bit far with this. But what do I know? I’m just her silly daughter.”
I had spent little time with Lady Spring, but I had to say, I almost preferred the Winter Queen’s presence.
“You’re a leader, and others look to you,” I reminded her, eyeing the guards taking in her little tantrum. “So, if you show us to the portal, I will also ferry this piece of Winter’s Crown for you.”
She turned, walking towards the Atrium. I kept pace, moving along beside her. The dragonettes and her guard jostled for the position behind us.
“Why have you sided with the Winter fae?” Lady Spring stopped suddenly, a slight frown on her face.
“Well… Winter is kind of a bitch. But Maeve put an honest effort into trying to make up for the wrongs her mother caused. So maybe it was just her honesty that I liked. Besides, it sort of seems like they are the underdogs at the moment.” I shrugged. It wasn’t as if I needed a reason to like Maeve.
Lady Spring narrowed her eyes on me, as if she were trying to figure me out. The woman seemed far too stressed.
“Well, I hope you appreciate my mother’s efforts. She had a small troop go decorate the chateau, and they will be there most of the time to support you. We are loosening our lines and relaxing our guard, heading into midsummer in preparation that Winter will be late in her return.” The Lady pulled her hair behind her ears. “In fact, I’ll be manning the army alone.”
I paused, now understanding why she was so frustrated. I nodded to myself, catching her attention.
“What?” She frowned.
“You blame me for this. You think I’m the cause of the turbulence in the city, and for the troubles in the fae realm.” I didn’t beat around the bush.
She wrinkled her nose. “Sure seems like trouble follows you.”
“The vampires had this planned for over a year, which means it began before I even knew I was a dragon,” I pointed out.
“You also released the spider queen.”
“By being born?” I argued back pointedly. “That’s a hard case to make. It would be more accurate to say that my parents released her.”
Yet the logic didn’t seem to make much of a difference to the Spring Lady. “We’re here.” She opened a door and stepped through it.
On the other side, we entered a park station that was close to the gully that led to the fae realm. As we made our way over, Helena, Agent Till, Frank, and Maddie were quietly talking.
“Zach!” Frank waved. “Oh, who is this lovely creature? Another?” He let his eyes rake over Lady Spring.
The fae bit her lip and batted her eyes at Frank. “A human?”
“Eyes off.” Maddie staked her claim on Frank.
“Oh. Vampire food.” Spring’s flirty smile melted off her face. “You may enter, but no vampires may roam our land freely. I can guarantee that if you are found outside the chateau, you will be set on spikes just for the joy of killing vampires. If I were you, I wouldn’t enter at all.”
“Move it.” Polydora shoved the Spring Lady, who was blocking the rest of the group from exiting. “She’s under our protection.”
A fae guard immediately drew his sword, seeming to feel the need to defend his lady.
Polydora rolled her eyes, disarming him in an instant and then backhanding his helmet, causing his head to ring like a bell. “Rude.”
Her knee shot into the second guard’s gut preemptively, bending him over as he clutched his chest, trying to breathe.
Spring recovered after a stumbling step and glared at her guards. “Seems I need new guards.”
“These are decent enough for most, just not me.” Polydora cracked her knuckles with a grin on her face. “If you’d like, I could try to whip a few of the guards at the chateau into shape. If I don’t get some sex soon, I’m going to need something to take my frustration out on.” She shot me a look with the last statement.
The bronze dragon was wearing a new red jacket that made her look like a veritable bad ass. As the oldest of the dragonettes, and daughter of Brom, the previous Dragon King, she lived for the fight.
Trina had a nervous grin on her face as she sidestepped around the Amazonian woman. “Just promise you’ll give the rest of us a break. Healing Sarisha is getting old.”
The dark-skinned dragon shivered behind Trina.
“Or we could just let the tension explode, my king?” Polydora bounced her eyebrows suggestively.
The leader of the dragonettes was getting a little pushy.
“Okay, let’s go. Now you’re blocking the way, Poly.” I continued down the slope to the bottom of the gully.
There was some grumbling behind me, but I just smiled and kept walking. I was a king, and I’d deal with things when I chose to, not when they forced me to.
But it was hard to keep my smile for long. Images of the previous battle flickered through my head. It was eerie walking through the space where vampire and paranormal corpses had recently been.
The grass was still struggling to recover from being blasted by dragon fire, but the paranormal community had worked to explain it. They had called it a near forest fire and closed the park for a week just as three letter agencies started bleeding into the city.
We headed to the end of the gully, where two trees had grown together in an arch. That was the portal to the fae realm.
“Zach, the actions of those traveling with you are under your jurisdiction. I expect you to keep everyone in line. Just because my mother is playing hostess doesn’t mean the rest of the summer fae will be so welcoming,” the Spring Lady warned me as she turned and waltzed through the portal ahead of our group.




Chapter 3


The portal dumped me out in the middle of a snowy field. I looked around, noting that we were in a new location from the last time I’d emerged. I’d been told that the portal moved around the fae world, but it was different to see it. 
The Spring Lady shivered in the cold before waving her hand and melting the snow around her. “Hurry up. I do not much like the cold.”
“How do you normally travel?” I asked, stepping away from the portal and taking off my shirt, stuffing it into my bracer.
“Though this land is tamed, it still has ways within it.” She pointed to an area that almost formed an archway. A tree grew up over a rocky outcropping. “Archways always lead somewhere.”
I eyed the archway, deciding not to take my pants off for the moment while we traveled on foot. “Okay, is that where we are going?”
“Yes. Come along.” Spring stepped forward, melting a path through the snow.
“Come on, this way. Make sure to keep everyone moving,” I called out over my shoulder to Kelly as she came through the portal.
She wrinkled her nose at the smell of the fae world but nodded.
Following the Spring Lady, we went through arches that were all similar in style before we stepped out onto a large slope, enjoying the warmth of a bright summer day.
“Up there.” She pointed further up the hills. “That is my mother’s chateau as she calls it. But this isn’t France.”
“Fits the bill,” I commented, looking at the colossal manor. The structure appeared to have three wings and six towers, two on each wing. I cringed just thinking about having to keep all of that clean.
The chateau was placed high on the hill with a small stream running down around the side of it.
“Are we taking the Dragon King express?” Morgana came up behind me and ran her hands over my back, running them down my front and caressing my exposed chest. “Looks like a solid hike otherwise.”
I turned to look at the other women who were still coming through the latest archway.
Jadelyn had heard Morgana and batted her eyes at me. Lifting her foot, she showed off the giant heels she’d decided to wear. They weren’t the most practical, but they did make her legs look even more amazing.
“I guess we are taking the dragon express.” I unzipped my pants and dropped them easily. I was far more comfortable with nudity than I used to be.
Polydora gave a solid appreciative whistle, and I felt a lot of eyes on me. I rolled my eyes as Kelly joined in.
Lady Spring watched me out of the corner of her eye.
I stepped away and shifted, my bones cracking and popping as my body elongated. My bones grew, and new joints popped into place.
In just a few seconds, I expanded into a gold and red dragon that was well over a hundred yards from head to tail. I still wasn’t nearly the size of the Silver Slave or Brom, but I was well on my way to being a very large dragon.
Before I even said anything, the ladies and Frank were climbing onto my back. Even the fae took the ride.
“You don’t want to sit by the wings,” Morgana warned Frank and Maddie. “He won’t even feel you when he flexes those and sends you flying.”
I craned my neck around to make sure everyone was situated. “I’m a much better flier now.”
Morgana snorted.
Kelly perched herself behind my horns, holding on as she threw her head up to catch the wind in her face. “Let’s go!”
I arched my back and beat my wings. It was still amazing that a creature as large as me could fly. The grass and trees around me bent backward as I lifted myself into the air, going in a slow lazy circle. I tried to be as gentle as I could for the new riders.
“Wow,” Maddie shouted over the wind. “It’s so beautiful.”
Below us were rolling hills at the edge of a mountain. Everything was a rich, vibrant green, spotted with blooms of flowers and trees in full bloom. It was picturesque. The land was carefully nurtured.
After getting high enough, I leaned forward and flew in towards the chateau. But I took my time, circling around the area and letting everybody get familiar with it. I knew Scarlett would want a good idea of the area for her protocols. I felt her slightest stroke on my scales, telling me that she appreciated it.
Down below, I spotted a number of fae ladies tending the grounds. Rather than big machines to take care of the lawn, a woman was walking forward with a magic scythe, cutting huge swaths from the grass with each swing.
And the women watering the flower beds never seemed to need to refill the canisters as they wandered the sprawling back garden, tending to each of the plants.
“That’s so beautiful. Think we can have picnics out there?” Yev asked.
“You can do whatever you want. The place is yours for a month.” The Spring Lady didn’t exactly sound pleased with that fact. “Can we land already?”
I circled back around, not wanting to land on the building itself or the garden in back. I kept looking for the right spot. The front had a large, bricked drive, and I decided that was my best shot.
I worked to slow myself down, catching wind with my big wings as I coasted down to the drive and landed as softly as I could. Despite my attempts, I still felt a few bricks break under my claws.
I lifted a foot, shaking the remnants off of it as subtly as I could. I wasn’t sure how much I weighed, but I was pretty sure that I wasn’t allowed on highways anymore.
“Welcome!” The Summer Queen threw open the large, arched double doors that led to the chateau a moment later. Her green hair and golden eyes stood out immediately.
I dipped my head. “Thank you for having us.” I made a mental note of that thank you; if I did too many, I’d find myself owing her a magically enforced favor. And I didn’t quite trust the woman not to abuse that power.
“Of course. Now, you won’t fit very well like that.” Summer’s smile was blindingly bright, far more than her daughter’s.
Maeve came out from behind Summer with her assistant, Evelyn, trailing behind her.
“Shifting,” I gave my passengers warning as they were sliding off my back.
Jadelyn stepped up in front of me with a large smile on her face as she went up and hugged Summer. “This is absolutely beautiful.”
“Aren’t you just a darling?” Summer hugged her back. I’d never seen Summer look so motherly as she squeezed Jadelyn.
I stood up, naked amid the women. Something about Maeve’s gaze made me feel more self-conscious than usual, so I snagged out my clothes quickly. The blue-skinned beauty was watching me carefully.
“Right.” I pulled pants from my bracer and hopped into them. “Larisa, still have that piece of the crown?”
“Yes, my king.” Larisa handed me the piece and my nature shifted to silver and white to bear the cold.
“What’s that?” Summer grew interested immediately, staring at the piece.
“The Wallachia family came bearing gifts,” Lady Spring spoke first. “They believe it to be a fragment of the first Winter Queen’s crown.”
Maeve stepped up closer to get a look at it, as did Summer.
“It certainly is rich with Winter fae magic,” Maeve said, touching it briefly before pulling her hand back.
“Don’t want it?” Summer asked.
“I rather like my current freedom. Taking that would be the same as claiming my mother’s throne.” Maeve frowned at the crown. “Can you hang onto that for me?”
Summer and Maeve shared a meaningful look, one that I didn’t have all the context to understand.
Maeve shook her head. “Not now. Let’s all come in. Summer, would you like to show them around?”
“Happily.” The Summer Queen gestured grandly. “This is the entrance. The doors are carved from a giant tree from when the Queens first tamed the land. The bracing on the exterior is silver, made to look like iron.”
“Why make it look like iron?” Maddie asked.
“Because we are indeed weak to iron. Stab a fae with iron and they’ll have trouble with their magic. And that happens to be another reason we dislike vampires. Their weapons made of blood are actually fairly effective against us,” Summer explained as she led us into the entryway that had a red and gold carpet that made me feel a little uncomfortable walking on it.
Servants, which I noted were almost entirely female, were lining the hall.
“To the left is the wing we’ve allocated to the fae visitors, and to the right is your party's wing. It has enough rooms that if you’d like to pick a few fae ladies to impregnate, they can have a room too.” Summer covered her mouth as she laughed.
I got the feeling she was only half joking.
“The back wing is the largest and will house your guests as they arrive. My understanding is that there will be quite a few of them. But don’t worry, we have room. In the center of this building is a lovely ballroom that we can use to serve guests meals. The wedding will be outside as planned.” She gestured down the right side. “The wing’s rooms will remain empty. All of you can squeeze into the tower.”
We trooped on behind Summer as she excitedly gestured at various artifacts or tapestries, telling us the history.
I was just stuck in wonder, taking it all in. Her chateau was beautiful, and at the end of a long hallway, there was another set of double doors that she opened to the first floor of the tower.
“Kitchen and dining area. It is a fairly casual setup. I hope that’s okay.”
“It’s perfect.” All three of Scarlett’s tails wiggled behind her. She was young to have her third tail, and I was immensely glad that we’d gotten past the scratchy phase of her growing a new one. “I see we have two staff.”
“Around the clock,” Summer confirmed. “We also have a fully staffed kitchen tucked away on the grounds. My understanding is that the Dragon King eats like an army.”
“Too bad I don’t still have a nephilim maid.” Tyrande sighed and looked back at Helena as her wings filled the doorway.
“I’m not sorry at all. I can’t believe you made me scrub toilets for days on end.” Helena glared at the high elf, who only shrugged.
“No more toilets.” Till patted Helena on the shoulder.
The nephilim looked away sharply, causing her severe bob to sway like a curtain across her face.
“Why are you here again?” Morgana still didn’t like the nephilim.
“Because your boy says we both have to be. I’m not loving it either. I’m burning valuable vacation time.” Helena crossed her arms.
I had hoped that maybe with a vacation we could spend some time together and start to work on her trust and love issues.
I had marked her, which meant that my dragon saw her as a mate. And it wouldn’t let anybody else be with her. Which meant she was more or less stuck with me. But there was also something there between us, and I wanted to give it a chance, even if she wasn’t exactly ready for love at the moment.
“I for one jumped at the idea of seeing the fae realm and having a posh vacation.” Agent Till grinned, looking around the room. “I am not disappointed. Besides, I don’t need another meeting, borderline interrogation, from the department.”
Maeve perked up. “How goes Philly with the scrutiny? I apologize for not being much help.”
“You have to cover your mother’s absence. No one blames you for that,” I replied gently.
Summer smiled patiently, waiting for them to continue while some of the other ladies poked around.
“Thank you. But I’d still like to understand what’s happening.” Maeve focused back on the two agents.
Helena perched herself on the edge of a table, relaxing her wings from the tight bundle she’d pulled them into as we’d walked the halls. “We were grilled by the agency at least three times a day. Our lips are sealed and we stuck to the crafted lies from the council. The NSA was easy, but then the DEA rolled in thinking there was a drug connection based on the lie.”
“Don’t underestimate the DEA,” Till warned. “They don’t fuck around. Those guys run their agency like a military operation.”
“Any concern for the park?” Maeve asked.
“No, they all seem to believe that it was a fire. Most people just saw bright lights. With the power out, most people stayed home and only saw it from their windows,” I replied, sitting next to Helena as she scooted to make room.
I noted that she scooted a bit farther away than was necessary, but I let it go.
“There were some videos that we promptly buried.” Agent Till rubbed at her forehead. “I guarantee that the DEA has some of those. The NHS has been circling, but so far haven’t gotten involved. We can just hope that what the NSA got ahold of wasn’t enough for them to act.”
I nodded along. I’d heard most of it before from them. 
We also had the issue of occult obsessed videographers that were swarming into the city. They were like cockroaches, popping up where you least expected and trying to catch something. It was constraining the paranormal community.
None of us knew when we’d be filmed around the city; it was like they were everywhere. Even Morgana’s Silverwing Mercenaries had shuttered for the time being, which at least lined up well with our trip to the fae realm.
Maeve nodded a few times. “But we can all hide out here for a bit, which is easy.”
“Sounds about right.” I grinned, happy to slow down and spend time with my mates, and a few others that my greedy dragon was damn tempted to draw into his hoard.
“What’s this?!” a shout rose up from down the hall.
I frowned and got up from the conversation as we all went to see what had gotten Larisa excited.
Summer laughed. “I see that someone found my surprise. I knew we were going to be hosting dragons.”
I turned, my interest growing. My stride lengthened, and I caught up to Larisa, who had a door opened.
Beyond it was an enormous room decorated lavishly with gold. There were coins sprinkled on the floor and the bed. If I had to guess, it was a large meeting room once upon a time, but now it clearly had another purpose.
I was drooling.
“It’s all magically conjured gold. It won’t last more than a month or two,” Summer said as she came up behind me. “But it should be fun to use, and I made sure to make a bed large enough for your current mates and then some. Who knows? Maybe you’ll knock up a few summer fae for me.”
I was half-tempted to do just that with the gold-decorated room.
“Come now. You don’t want to lose your entire staff to a greedy Dragon King.” Maeve’s assistant slid into my view. Without her glamor, she had soft blue skin and wore see-through silky clothes that begged to be ripped off. The nymph bit her lip and stared at me with bedroom eyes. “Maybe I could sacrifice myself.”
Maeve grabbed Evelyn by her ear and pulled her aside. “No glamoring.” Though the Fall Lady didn’t look too upset.
“It’s just natural. I swear,” Evelyn cried out.
I cleared my throat and straightened my pants.
Summer just laughed. “That’s what this room is for. It’s the only bedroom on this floor. Anyone else is welcome to take up rooms upstairs. I’m sure the girls will want some space for themselves.”
She rubbed her hands together, smiling. “Now, I’m sure you all had a long trip. Let’s eat!”
The Summer Queen walked back to the dining area, and with two sharp claps of her hands, beautiful fae nymphs paraded out with delicious platters full of food. They placed the platters around the table, making a buffet fit for a Dragon King. 
“Eat. Let’s all enjoy ourselves and your little pre-wedding honeymoon. We all know you are already his.”
“She’s really going all out,” Maddie commented, looking up at me. “Think she needs something from you?” Before I could answer, she saw Frank ogling one of the nymphs and hurried off to keep her man in check.
It was chaotic and lovely, but Maddie had a point. It was a hell of a welcome and a celebration, far more than our agreement required. What was Summer trying to get?
“Once you are all done eating, I can show you the outdoor stage. We can look at different options for the weddings.” Even as Summer finished saying it, I could see all of the women’s minds brimming with ideas.
They scrambled over to grab some food, chatting with each other. I had a feeling it was going to be a quick meal as they all wanted to get out to see the venue.




Chapter 4


The lunch that Summer offered was a quick affair. My mates then hurried off with her outside to explore the giant terrace where the wedding would be held. 
“You don’t seem that excited.” Maeve sat down next to me as I watched it all out the nearby window.
They were happy, even as they all debated this or that detail. I smiled, enjoying watching them fuss.
Evelyn came by and served us both tea, leaning far further over than she needed to and giving me a view down her shirt. She smiled when I couldn’t help but look, and then hurried off before Maeve scolded her.
“I’m thrilled to get married to each of them. I am not excited to pick out color swatches. They know that.” I took a sip; the tea was fantastic.
“So while they are doing this, what are you going to be doing here for a month?” Maeve asked.
“Sneaking off with whichever one of them isn’t involved at the moment and having a little fun?” I smirked, but I also meant it. I had been so busy lately, I hadn’t had a lot of time to spend with each of them. The month vacation would be great for reconnecting.
Maeve didn’t touch her tea, and I could tell she had an ask of me. I waited, letting her decide when she was ready. A look of determination filled her face as she peered up at me. 
“I would ask a favor of you.”
I raised a brow in question.
“My mother should have been back by now.” Maeve sighed. “Summer has been pushing me to become Queen and count my mother as dead, but I’m not ready for that.”
Fumbling my teacup, I managed to get it on the table without breaking it. “That’s big news.”
Maeve pursed her lips and looked out the window. “I want your help. You had my mother apologize three times, and that would have formed a connection between you two.”
“Of course, Maeve. I’ll help however I can. Just tell me.” I said it with certainty. Maeve had helped me on more than one occasion, and this was her mother.
“Careful what you say. It would involve going into the Fae Wilds. Your connection is about the only thing that will work out there. Even the Wilds respect a promise said thrice.” Maeve didn’t take advantage of my answer, giving me an out.
“I’m sure. Need me to say it three times?” I hazarded, getting a small smile out of her.
“No.” She shook her head like it was ridiculous. “It’ll be a hard journey, but with you acting as a compass, we should be able to find her.”
I frowned. “If it is so hard to find things in the Fae Wilds, how do we get back?”
Maeve smiled. “Any fae worth their magic can go into the Wilds and find their way out. Now, navigating within it, that’s a task that even a queen can’t do reliably. Those that figure out ways through the Wilds are… odd.”
I could think of a single instance. “Like Ikta?”
Maeve scowled at me for using the Spider Queen’s name. “Yes, like… that woman. The Wilds twist and wind upon themselves. Archways are made with the smallest of branches and vines. If you take one wrong step, you could end up in a completely unfamiliar area of the Wilds. And you can’t just backtrack. You often have to go deeper in order to get back to where you started.”
What she described sounded like a riddle turned into actual land. Now I understood why they called it wild.
“Do you have a time that I should leave by?” I asked, looking out at my soon-to-be wives buzzing around the venue outside.
“Enjoy the time with your women. We don’t need to leave just yet. I need to prepare a few things. You can bring some of them, but only those who are marked by you.” Maeve looked me in the eye, as if searching to see if I had the resolve required.
“You make it sound like you’re coming with us,” I asked, surprised. “Don’t you have a war to lead?”
“We are just retreating repeatedly right now.” She shook her head. “Not much for me to do. Soon that will pause as Summer comes into the height of her power and the war takes a break. If that happens and my mother has yet to return, I have to take the throne and return the balance.”
I understood her hesitation to take on the throne. Leading the fae was a heavy burden, and it grew heavier if taking that responsibility meant declaring your mother dead.
I grabbed her hand. “We’ll find your mother.”
“I hope so.” She gave me a rare, full smile. “Excuse me then. I have no time to waste.”
Maeve got up, and Evelyn fell into line behind her Fall Lady.
“That looked intense.” Agent Till replaced Maeve. “Trouble in paradise?”
“Her mother needs to return for the stability of the fae realm and for the seasons in our world,” I explained simply. “There is a lot of weight on her until she does.”
Till nodded along. “Yeah, Helena has explained some of it to me. But whatever that included was more than just consoling her. She walked away happy, so you’ve given her some sort of support.”
I sighed. Till was an FBI agent; I should know that she’d be able to read situations well. 
“I am able to hunt her mother down, unlike most others. Apparently, a trick I played on her mother has created a bond between us that works in the Wilds.”
“No one else?” Till asked, surprised.
“Probably. Or at least, no one else that Maeve trusts as much as me. Besides, there are a few other perks to traveling the jungle with me.” I smirked.
The agent rolled her eyes. “Can you stop thinking about sex? Seriously, I swear I’m living with a bunch of horny teenagers that are chugging Viagra. Like, do you realize that when you have some ‘fun’ at the Scalewright’s home, you literately shake the building?”
I gave her a flat stare. “I meant that I’m a giant dragon capable of killing most things and protecting her. Thanks for the information, though.”
“Oh.” The agent’s face turned beet red. “Can we forget what I just said?”
“Kind of hard to. Chugging Viagra? Does it come in liquid form now?” I asked.
She slapped her face into her palm. “No, it does not. I meant like pouring pills out of a bottle, but that’s not what you cared about. So, you are off on an adventure. As much as I’d love to, I’m on vacation. But you could take Helena. She’s not one to sit still for a day, much less a month. And I’m starting to worry that if we go back and they keep interrogating us, she’s going to rip somebody’s head off and make it so much worse. She could use a little adventure.”
I pictured it as Till said it, and I couldn’t say she was entirely wrong.
But her statement also made my mind swirl with the options of who I would bring with me. All the women would want to come, but we had a wedding to plan. 
As much fun as it would be to bring Frank or Maddie for moral support, they were a liability. And Maddie would be in danger if she ever got separated; vampires were currently the top enemy of the fae. And Morgana would be at the same risk. As badass as she was, she couldn’t bring her arsenal into the Wilds with us.
“Penny for your thoughts?” Agent Till accepted a cup of coffee from one of the servers and just smelled it for a moment.
“I’m trying to decide who comes with and who stays here, working to organize everything.” I thought aloud and immediately ruled out the sisters, Jadelyn, and unfortunately Scarlett. Scarlett needed to figure out all the protocols and logistics for the wedding.
“Basically, I’m down to Sabrina, Helena, and Kelly. The others will do better here,” I replied.
Till finally stopped smelling her coffee and took a sip. “Why not the dragons?”
I nodded, already knowing it was going to be a battle with my dragonettes to stay behind and not come to protect me. “Whoever comes needs to be marked, according to Maeve.”
“Why?” Till just kept asking questions, but I wasn’t against her pushing me to think this through.
Maeve hadn’t actually answered that, but I had a theory based on what she’d said about her mother and me. My guess was that the mark created a similar bond that allowed us to find each other. I already could sense them even when they were halfway around the world.
“The bond I form when I mark someone is strong. We won’t get separated that way.”
“No. I mean, why not just mark the dragonettes? I mean, pretty sure they would fall over each other if you offered to mark them. Besides, if you don’t mark Poly soon, I’m a little concerned that she’s going to kill someone.” Till hid behind her cup of coffee after saying it.
She had a point.
I considered what she’d said. I wasn’t against marking the dragonettes. Part of me had hoped to use this vacation to get close enough to a few of them that I might call them mates by the end.
But marking them now would be doing it backwards. I’d be declaring them mine before we’d had a chance to truly get to that point. The beast in me growled, not seeming to understand the issue of claiming more beautiful women. And when it came to the dragonettes, we had been through a lot together. I enjoyed their company, and they did fit into my family.
“Okay, so we include the dragonettes in the running,” I said, leaning back and thinking about who I’d bring.
“Poly, Poly, and Poly would be great,” the agent suggested.
I chuckled. “I got the feeling you would throw in a vote for Polydora.”
“I’d like not to die. And I’m definitely not going to be nearby if you end up telling her you’re taking one of the other dragonettes over her.” Agent Till did a mock shiver. “But it also makes sense. She’s the best fighter of the group, and I’m pretty sure whatever culture she grew up in starts with ‘Ancient’ and ends with a shit ton of badass skills.”
“She was an actual Amazonian,” I clarified for her.
“Shit. Like for real? Greek legends?” Till leaned forward, excited for more.
Shrugging, I couldn’t give her much more. I wasn’t super clear on the details myself. “All I know is that a number of the dragons were actually part of the ancient pantheons.”
“Who was Zeus?” Till asked excitedly, going down a new chain of questions.
I shrugged. “Not sure. If they were the leader back then, I would expect his abilities to have some sort of basis in gold. But he’s associated with lightning. Although, I guess it could be one of Bahamut’s reincarnations.” My mind started spinning with possibilities as I became curious. Bart might know. Or I could ask the reincarnations in my crystal.
My brain continued spiraling. If Bahamut was Zeus, would that make Hera Tiamat? They weren’t really married, but she would still probably be throwing a fit as he ran around sleeping with everyone else and sabotaging their relationship.
The more I thought about it, the more it felt right that Zeus had been one of Bahamut’s previous lives.
“Stop smiling. Spill.” Till seemed more excited about our new discussion. “I want to know if you are the son of Zeus.”
“Not directly. My actual parents went missing. But now that I think about it, Zeus was almost certainly Bahamut’s reincarnation, and Hera was Tiamat’s. They couldn’t have a child together without risking breaking the seal on Ikta, but Tiamat was probably as clingy as a typical wife in those times.”
“Huh.” The agent sat back. “That puts a new spin on it.”
“Fun to think about, but not particularly helpful here,” I pointed out. “So, here’s where I’m landing. We bring Poly, Helena, and Maeve. Who else?”
“You need one of the two healers, or at least, that would be the smart thing to do,” the agent pointed out the obvious.
“Trina.” I said maybe a little too quickly. I had nothing against Amira, but if I was wounded in the middle of the Fae Wilds, I wanted the dragon who had spent hundreds of years as a doctor.
“Honestly, that sounds like a pretty rockstar team.” Agent Till sounded proud of herself.
“Maybe. I’ll talk to Kelly and give her the option.” But even as I said it, I realized that she didn’t have her pack nearby to draw power from.
When I’d seen pack magic, it always strained and thinned over the distance, and I wasn’t sure just how alpha my alpha wolf was this far away from her pack.
The thought of the connection formed brought my mind back to the markings.
“This means I have to mark those two dragons,” I stated.
“And not get killed by the rest as you do.” Agent Till smiled over her coffee.
“You’re enjoying this a little too much,” I teased her. “But thanks for thinking it through with me.” I knew she didn’t have to come and try to help me.
She shrugged. “I’m part of ‘Team Dragon King’ now. Jadelyn even gave me a plushie. Not only do I finally get to solve cases that the rest of the FBI thinks are impossible, but I recognize that you need help too.”
“Do I now?” I asked, not loving the way she phrased the statement.
She put down her coffee and held up her hands. “You are twenty-one and currently being given responsibilities equal to or greater than heads of states. It’s okay to get some help. And it doesn’t help that the ‘state’ you represent is in hiding.”
I grunted, grudgingly agreeing that she was right. “Thankfully, I have such helpful advisers.”
Agent Till pointed to herself with a smile. “Oh? Helpful? Do say more.”
“I was talking about the ancient dragons.” Smirking, I felt a little better when she playfully wilted.
I looked back at my women. They’d moved a bit more around the area, but they were still talking about details.
A part of me was sad knowing I’d lose some of our vacation, but Maeve was a friend, and bringing her mother back was in the best interest of the broader world. It was hard to ignore.
“Well then, want me to go chase down two dragons? If you go out there…” Her eyes tracked over to the window where the girls were gathering down amid the vines. There was already sheer white cloth clinging to the terrace. “I’m not sure you’ll make it out without at least a few hours of wedding talk.”
“Yes, please,” I quickly replied, the speed of my answer making Till smirk.
As she started moving, I noticed that the agent had her normal blazer and trousers on, but she had pink fluffy slippers on her feet. I couldn’t help snorting a laugh as she left.
“More food?” One of the summer fae came by with a selection of breakfast meats on her tray.
“Eh… why not? Put the whole thing down.” I shrugged. If I didn’t eat it all, then Poly would help me.
The server smiled as she gently placed the tray. “Is there anything else I can help you with?” She tucked her blonde hair behind her ears with a suggestive bite of her lip.
“No, thank you.” I felt bad, but I was far more interested in the food in front of me. If I had those types of needs, I had many women interested in working through them with me.
Polydora was the first to come into the room after Agent Till had gone to collect them. She walked in with quick strides. Her red jacket sleeves were rolled up as she stepped through the door for a moment, scanning the room and finding me before hurrying over. 
“My apologies, my king. We got excited and left you without a guard.”
Trina wasn’t far behind her, but she had the disadvantage of much shorter legs.
I raised a brow before realizing that Till had likely made up an excuse. “That’s not why I needed you two.” I paused. “Maybe it is best if you both sit down for this one.”
Poly spun the chair around and sat in it backwards as she leaned on the back, using her arms as a rest for her chin. Trina sat in her chair normally, crossing her legs and lacing her fingers in her lap. Both of them looked stone cold serious.
I paused, trying to decide how to begin. If I mentioned marking them, I was worried they wouldn’t hear a word that I said after it. So I started with the broader context.
“Maeve says because of the three apologies I received from her mother, I have the ability to track her mother down amid the Wilds. And she has been gone too long. Maeve is concerned,” I started.
“My king, I’m not sure you understand just how dangerous the Fae Wilds are. There is a reason that our ancestors joined hands with two queens to banish Ikta. Now that she is free and has a particular interest in you, it is doubly dangerous,” Polydora stated quickly, leaning forward harder into the back of the chair.
Nodding along with her, I understood where she was going. “Besides getting lost, I’m sure there are all manner of beasts. But the winter fae are in a dire situation, and I’m prepared to help.”
The two dragons communicated through a few shared glances.
Trina spoke. “So you want to bring the two of us? A wise choice.” She nodded slowly and Polydora joined her in the motion.
She eyed me. “But that’s not all? What else is there? We are your guard. We will follow your lead.”
I cleared my throat. “The Fae Wilds are a confusing place, and it is helpful to have a way to keep our group together. Maeve suggested a way that I have access to.”
Trina’s face turned confused, but when her eyes widened to the size of saucers, I knew that she’d pieced it together.
Polydora, however, had not. “Spit it out.”
“I need to mark those going with me.” I braced.
As soon as I finished my sentence, it was punctuated by a loud groaning of warping metal as Polydora crushed her chair in surprise.
She had a wide grin plastered across her face even as she balanced on the ruined chair. “It would be my honor, my king! But I have a request.”




Chapter 5


“I’m just here to heal whichever one of you needs it more,” Trina replied with a smile as Polydora hurriedly took off her jacket and nearly hopped out of her jeans. 
After I’d spoken with Trina and Poly, we’d headed down away from the chateau, drawing a bit of a crowd. The girls had also taken a break from wedding planning, curious about what was happening.
“Come on. Take off your clothes unless you think you can handle me entirely as a human.” Poly taunted me as she ripped her bra off and tossed it at me like a thrown gauntlet.
I shrugged off my shirt and slipped out of my jeans, tossing both into my bracer. Somehow, stripping down to fight made it all feel weirder than just bursting out of my clothes.
And it didn’t make it less weird that I was about to start fighting somebody who was looking at me like she wanted to eat me, and not in the food way.
There were whistles from the peanut gallery.
“Get her! Make her submit!” Yev shouted loudly from the terrace. “Poly, I want him back in one piece.”
“If he’s going to mark me, he’s got to earn it!” Poly shouted back up, causing a few murmurs. The bronze dragon couldn’t stop grinning.
Nobody had known what had triggered the fight, but now they did. And I could feel all of their anticipation, and a little jealousy.
“Get her!” Jadelyn shouted at the top of her lungs, followed by cheers and shouts from the other girls, offering encouragement.
“Doesn’t seem like you are the favorite to win,” I teased Poly as I started to sidestep, the two of us circling.
The fight was officially on.
“Oh, I win either way.” Poly smirked. “But be warned, if I win, I’m marking you and riding you right here in the grass.”
I continued to tease her. “You think you even have a chance? That’s cute.”
She darted forward nearly parallel to the ground in a flying tackle. The sheer glee on her face as she started the fight made me smile.
I couldn’t get under her, so I leapt into the air, grabbing her shoulders and pinning her to the ground. “Got you.”
She twisted and writhed around me with the grace of an expert wrestler.
My back hit the grass before I even realized what was happening, and she pinned my wrists to my chest.
“Really? It looks like I have you,” Polydora laughed. “Do you really think you are going to win at wrestling with me? I’ve been wrestling in sandpits since before your parents were born.”
I bucked underneath her as she proved she had superior leverage. And I felt her get heavier as she packed on some dragon weight to keep herself on top of me.
“Oh yeah. Just like that.” She slid back, and I was aware once again that we were naked as she ground against me. “We can get to the fun part if you’d like. You just need to understand you are going to be on the bottom for the rest of your life.”
The dragon in me demanded that we fix the current situation. There was no way in hell it was going to be on the bottom unless it wanted to be. I roared with its frustration, and lightning shot out of my mouth, catching Poly in the chest and flinging her off.
She rolled to a stand, the electric energy discharging off of her. The bronze dragon wasn’t bothered by the lightning in the slightest. “There we go. Let’s fight like dragons!” She punctuated her statement with a breath attack of her own, covering me with lightning as I tried to stand.
The attack made me hunker back down to avoid toppling over. As soon as the lightning was out of my vision, a giant dragon’s claw smacked me back.
I flipped in the air and let my own dragon come out, partially, as I shifted into my hybrid dragon knight form. I packed on another three hundred pounds of muscle and scales before I landed.
She chased after me, snapping down at me with her jaws.
When I dodged out of the way, she pivoted, using her horns like two plows trying to scoop me up. I grabbed one of them, riding out her attempt to knock me over and swinging myself onto her back. 
“You could always give up,” I shouted, finding that the words came out with a deep rumble.
“Not a chance. I want to be the one who mounts the Dragon King.” Polydora tossed her head back, trying to dislodge me. But the move did little to me; she would not overpower my grip with my dragon strength.
But I chose to let go at the top of the arc, shifting again. I was bigger than Poly, but not by much. Landing on her back, I clung to her with my claws, tucking in my wings as I anticipated her next move.
Sure enough, Poly rolled.
Luckily, I’d tussled with a few dragons by then. I knew what to do. As she rolled, I shoved myself off of her, sending her rolling down the hill in the perfect place to pounce.
Although pouncing was a limited word for what happens when a several-dozen-ton dragon body slammed what was beneath it. 
Poly kept rolling past where I’d expected, taking my pounce and rolling through it, ending up on top. 
“Oh, look at that.” She teased her mouth. It glowed for a moment as she looked down at my shoulder.
I knocked her jaws and bit at her neck, though it was too quick for me to build up the magic needed for a mark. Using her neck, I got the momentum to roll on top of her. “Like hell I’m going to let you mark me on top.”
Spreading my claws, I tried to stabilize myself on top of her while using my weight to keep her down. Smiling, I pulled out my secret weapon. I knew she wanted to be marked, and so I nibbled at her neck.
Polydora thrashed, but I kept her underneath me as I teased her by licking at her shoulder, just where I would mark her. A little of my Dragon King aura leaked out and pressed her will.
“It’ll feel great.” I licked it again. “Just going to leave a big mark, right here. Then you’re mine. I’ll rut you into the ground so deep you have to dig yourself out.”
“Do it already!” Poly screamed and thrashed again.
“Nope. You’re going to submit to me first.” I bit her neck, but I didn’t mark her as I kept her neck where I wanted it.
“Fine,” she huffed, blowing out a smokey breath.
“Not good enough,” I said through my full mouth.
Polydora groaned, “I submit.”
With a big grin on my draconic face, I lifted up and let the magic gather in my jaws.
She gave one last struggle as she attempted to flip me, but it didn’t work as I balanced on her. Closing my jaws around her shoulder, I sealed the magic and marked her.
Polydora did the same. Though without magic in her jaws, she marked me with her teeth. But she did it while on the bottom, and that made my dragon very pleased.
She started to shrink, and I shifted back to my human form with her, leaving the two of us naked, pressed together and in the middle of a field.
The tan beauty bit her lip, a hand reaching down between the two of us and finding something very hard. “I think marking me got someone excited.”
Leaning down to her neck, I took a heavy breath of her scent, firming it up in my mind as mine. A low roar built up in my chest until I threw my head back, needing to release it. The roar came out of me, echoing off the nearby mountain.
“Mine,” I growled as I pinned her once more to the ground.
She extended her neck in a very dragon form of submission. I bit her again, but without magic this time, as she guided me into her sex. The fight had been the foreplay for Poly, because she was wet and ready for me as I slipped in with ease.
Groaning, I sank into her sex.
“YES!!!” Poly shouted with enough force to echo off the mountain as well as I penetrated her. “Fuck me, my king, my mate. You earned it.”
She grabbed my head and pulled me down to her lips, kissing me aggressively. She bit my lip and moved her way down the side of my face along my jaw, alternating between kissing and nipping as her fingernails ran down my back.
My thrusts inside of her picked up, encouraged by her more aggressive gestures. My dragon wanted to fully dominate her. I was slamming myself as deep into her as I could go as she took all of me. 
Her back thumped against the ground every time I drove into her, and she squeezed her sex tight every time I pulled out, like she didn’t want to let it go. It was making her hips rise with every stroke out of her slippery sex.
To get her to stop biting me, I had to pin her head to the side with my own and growled as I bit her neck, plunging myself into her wet sex repeatedly. She felt so damn good, like a fresh drink of water after a long workout.
Poly gave a low growl that was half a purr as I fucked her hard and fast. I grunted with effort as her slick walls coaxed me to release inside of her.
She gave up on biting me as I held her neck to the side. So instead, she arched her back and let out moans, clinging to me for dear life as her nails dug into my back.
“That’s it. Beg for it from your mate,” I growled.
“Yes. Fuck me harder, mate. Fuck me so hard. Un!” She choked on anything else with a gasping moan.
I smiled as my beast purred in pleasure. Doubling down, I pinned her hips down to give me more control as I pumped harder and faster. I could feel myself building to a peak, and her moans increased in intensity.
“Yes. Yes. YES!” Polydora’s nails dug into the back of my neck as she squeezed around my cock. Her sex rippled with her orgasm.
I took that as my cue to go all out. Feeling the wet friction of her sex, my body was going wild. I slammed into her over and over again, taking what I needed.
“I’m cumming,” I moaned.
“Fill me, my mate. Brrreeeed me!” she cried out as her orgasm stretched out and I finished.
Rope after rope of my seed shot into her womb, filling her up.
Polydora went limp on the ground, panting before she thrust a fist up in the air. “YES! I HAD SEX WITH THE DRAGON KING!” Her voice echoed off the mountain, and I was sure half of the fae realm had heard her.
I chuckled and looked over my shoulder to see Trina at the top of the hill.
“Do I need to heal either of you?” she asked, her cheeks a little flushed.
I looked down at Poly. And I’d never seen her so happy or beautiful. She was nearly glowing with her post orgasm happiness as she ran her fingers along where I’d marked her.
“You should come down here and get your mark,” Poly called out, still laying on the ground.
“No, thank you. When you are ready, my king, I’d like it to be a private and intimate affair.” Trina nodded and stepped back.
I felt a bite on my shoulder and looked down at a smiling Poly. “If she’s not taking a turn, you have a pent-up dragoness that you need to satisfy.”
***By the time I finished up with Poly, it was getting dark.
She’d been nearly ready to go again, but a pair of servants had hauled out a tub for us. Something told me Poly would never admit defeat.
The newly mated dragon held her head high and couldn’t wipe the grin off of her face as we bathed, enjoying each other’s bodies a little longer than was necessary to get clean.
When we finally finished and walked into the dining area, Till almost dropped her glass.
“Holy shit.” She studied us. “Are those bite marks?”
“Yes.” Yev sounded proud. “It’s a dragon thing.”
“He doesn’t use all of you like chew toys, does he?” Agent Till sounded nervous as she glanced around my other mates.
Jadelyn reached over Helena to pat the FBI agent on the shoulder. “No. Not unless you start biting first.”
Poly was nearly strutting as she walked around, proud as could be. She joined the other dragonettes before they pulled her into a huddle of hushed whispers that boiled with excitement, threatening to overflow.
I smiled, glad that they were accepting her mark and not making her feel isolated by their jealousy.
“Sounded like you had a good time.” Morgana patted an empty seat between her and Kelly.
At first, I thought it was a buffer, but then realized that it was my seat.
“Blueberry bet that you’d hold off at least a day before mating one of the dragons.” Kelly took a long drink from her glass. “I think she needs to pay up.”
Morgana looked around me as I sat. “That’s not how I recall it at all, Furball. I recall some mangy werewolf betting that she could keep him satisfied enough that he wouldn’t go mating others.”
Kelly choked on her drink. “Hey!”
I laughed and broke up their playful spat. 
“Poly, come join the table.” Jadelyn lifted a glass in a toast.
“Mistress Scalewright, though I’ve mated him, I am still his honor guard,” Poly politely declined.
Jadelyn pursed her lips. “We’ll have to find some time when you aren’t on guard to join us. As far as I’m concerned, you are a fellow wife now.”
“Oh, there will be times that my guard is down.” Polydora looked hungrily at me, and there were murmurs as everybody’s minds flashed back to our battle on the ground, and more specifically, what had come after.
“Okay. Go brag to the other dragons. It’s dinnertime.” Yev looked like she was about to start chanting for food.
Tyrande nudged her sister. “Don’t start eating the table. You can wait another few minutes.”
“Can’t,” Yev grumbled. “I’m eating for two dragons.”
The table laughed, and I looked around, absorbing the moment. I loved being surrounded by my mates, all happy and safe.
A pang of guilt hit me. They didn’t all know about my upcoming adventure, but I didn’t want to bring down the mood of the dinner. For the moment, we’d just be a family.
“So, Poly and Trina?” Scarlett raised an eyebrow. “I hope some of us can squeeze in some time with you tonight.”
“Or we can make it a party?” I half-joked, half-prayed.
Frank nearly choked on his drink, giving Maddie a specific look in response. One that I was sure I’d seen before.
But Maddie wasn’t having any of it.
“It will most certainly be a party,” Morgana assured me with a rolling chuckle that made my pants tight.
The fae servers came around with those fancy serving trays with lids, setting one down in front of me before lifting off the lid with a flourish. I’d never understood all the extra ceremony, but now it made sense.
The scent of ribs and steak hit me like a truck. My mouth watered instantly at the sight and smell of the meat ladened plate.
“You better have a few more of those ready.” Kelly was partially joking, but the fact was that the predators at the table could knock back one of those trays pretty easily. The server hurried away.
I looked around, realizing everybody had food placed in front of them while I’d been distracted. Each person had a different meal carefully tailored to their needs.
Morgana’s was even a flight of blood wines.
“Given the fae and vampire relations, I’m shocked they have blood wine ready,” I commented.
Morgana and the girls gave me a strange look.
“They don’t. The fae likely brought this in just for you and this month,” Jadelyn pointed out.
I paused before nodding. Summer had really gone to effort to make the stay more comfortable.
Even as I thought it, the doors opened and Summer walked in with a flowing white dress. There were gold chains hanging off of the garment as the dress trailed behind her on the ground.
“Sorry I’m late. Getting into this thing was a pain with all the chains. But I just had to wear it for the Dragon King.”
Maeve was a little less gaudy, walking in right behind Summer. She was wearing a silver number that made her blue skin stand out. Despite the lack of gold, she had my attention. She smiled as she noticed my eyes taking her in.
“Let’s make a little room.” Summer wiggled her fingers, and the table stretched and chairs scooted to make room.
I frowned and looked over at Maeve as she sat down. “What exactly is fae magic?”
Summer seemed almost akin to a god with the move she’d just done..
Maeve pinched her brows slightly in thought. “There is the elemental magic we have, and then there’s magic related to glamors. That magic lets us bend reality a bit. But it’s not permanent. Reality always bends back.”
Maeve looked over at Summer. “But at the height of Summer or Winter’s power, they are not far off from gods in terms of their power.”
Summer just smiled as she strolled over to a seat and sat down.
“With that kind of power, much is possible. But it’s ultimately only temporary,” Maeve explained.
I glanced back at the motherly fae who was now talking to my nearby wives like she wasn’t listening.
I realized that she’d chosen to spend the peak of her strength with us, helping create a pleasant space for our trip. It felt like she’d gone above and beyond the ask, and I was curious what she was fully after. I appreciated all that she’d done for us, and I wished I could voice it. But if I did, I risked binding myself to her.




Chapter 6


I moved on to the next person on my list, Helena. While I planned on taking her, I knew it would be a harder conversation to have. 
“Helena, hold up,” I called out as she seemed to speed up at my approach.
She might be a brash woman who struggled with love and didn’t let herself care too deeply, but something told me I’d at least wiggled my way into her world enough that she slowed down after I called out.
“What do you need?” She glared at me, crossing her arms across her chest defensively.
I didn’t like the posture, and a part of me wanted to fight her for dominance, but she wasn’t a dragon. I needed to take another approach with Helena. “Who said I needed something?”
Softness wouldn’t work either, so I dished back to the same degree she gave.
I looked down, my eyes zeroing in on her mark. That was enough for me to know she was mine, but it had been done when we were both completely out of it. Now we had to deal with the fallout as we tried to figure out how to move forward.
I was just glad it had stopped at the marking until we got there, but the beast disagreed. He wanted to pin her against the wall constantly and remind her who was the dragon in the relationship.
Letting out a breath, I pushed the beast down. “Okay. I do need something. Maeve has asked for help finding her mother. Apparently, because I tricked her into apologizing thrice, I have a connection to her and that can be used like a compass.”
Helena snorted. “Is this why you brought me on this trip?”
“No, you came to escape work. If I recall, you wanted this,” I shot back.
“You heavily implied that my partner and I had to come,” Helena shot back. Her brows pressed down, and I could tell she was getting ready to work herself up.
She was a spitfire, but I could handle that.
“You misunderstood,” I replied. While I hadn’t forced them to, I knew that her and Agent Till were under constant fire from the FBI and other agencies. And they could only do so much to keep the paranormal off radars. It was best if they got some space and time away for the dust to settle.
The only way to give them some actual peace was to bring them to Faerie. And I stood by that decision.
The nephilim straightened her back and stared at me with her sharp eyes. The move would have been a little more intimidating if she rose above my chest.
But my dragon wouldn’t bite somebody who it didn’t see as worthy of it. I knew that in that little package was a terrifyingly sturdy warrior. As a nephilim, she could draw on the mana of the physical plane, something that made her arguably stronger than archangels. But she was far younger and certainly not the spell caster that the archangels could be.
I’d noticed that even in Faerie, she had the ability to draw on the mana, making her strong, but maybe not as strong as she was back in Philly.
Helena snorted at my statement, tossing her white hair. She looked away, ending the stare down. “Fine. I’ll come with you on this adventure. It’s better than sitting around and watching these women banter about the petty details of the wedding.”
“Watch it,” I growled, feeling possessive of my mates.
“Hah, you’re one to talk. Mr. ‘I’m hiding from wedding planning’ is going to call me out for being done with the wedding planning?” Helena pushed a finger into my chest, and I realized I had invaded her personal space when I’d gotten mad.
My face twitched. “I’m not hiding.”
“Sure seems like it, big boy.” She pushed me back with the finger, and I let her. “Yesterday, I seem to recall you hiding back in here while they all gushed over Summer’s preparations and started talking through details with her.”
I shrugged.
I was happy to leave it up to them. Besides wanting lots of gold and for each of them to be happy, the rest of the details mattered little to me. They were already mine in the ways that mattered most to me.
Summer had the ability to make all the changes needed. The women were just figuring out how to make it easier on her as she did a full costume change for each different ceremony.
“I was talking with Maeve about this journey. It sounds like you are on board, so I wanted to give you a heads up that Maeve wants to leave today.” I waited to see how Helena would react.
She was just so damn frustrating. 
A fae walked past with a bin of trash. But then they tripped as they strode, spilling the whole thing over and onto the nephilim.
Helena’s attention disappeared from me as she spun towards the fae. Her wings shot out as she whirled, smacking me with one of them.
I knocked it out of my face.
“So sorry.” The fae quickly grabbed the items and hurried off.
“That’s the third time they’ve spilt shit on me.” She folded her wing around so that she could see it. “Sticky wings again!” She let out an exasperated groan.
I paused, confused. The fae were supernaturally graceful. I couldn’t think of a time I’d seen them falter. For them to spill junk on her three times meant this was more than just an accident.
“Stop.” I grabbed the servant’s arm, turning him around to look at me. “I’d suggest you stop harassing my mate immediately and tell the others the same.”
As soon as the word ‘mate’ came out of my mouth, I knew I was about to have another battle with Helena, but I ignored that for the moment to make sure I’d driven the message home with the fae still in my grip.
The servant looked terrified and very guilty.
“What did you call me?!” Helena came at me from behind, jumping onto my back like some kind of banshee. She was so small as she smacked my shoulders in frustration with her legs crossed around my torso.
Sighing, I let go of the servant and watched as he scampered away as I pulled the angry nephilim off my back and in front of me.
“I called you my mate. See that mark on your shoulder? That’s my mark.” I decided not to back down.
“Say that again. I dare you” Her silver spear appeared in her hands as she spun it around to point it at me. “Call me your mate again and I swear…”
She didn’t need to finish the threat. The threat was pretty clear as she waved her spear in my face. But it would not deter me.
“Mate,” I taunted her, leaning forward and saying it with a giant smile on my face.
Her spear actually thrust forward, but I dodged it, grabbing it and pinning it to the wall so that I could get my words out.
“You are my mate. I marked you. Wherever you go, they will see the mark and know you are the Dragon King’s mate.” I met her eyes, daring her to challenge it again.
She let out a frustrated scream as she struggled and failed to get the spear out of my grasp. “The fucking demon had me possessed, you stupid horny dragon!”
“Yep. And I’d do it differently if I could. But it happened.” I tried to be reasonable. “I’ve given you time to adjust, but Helena, you and I are bound. This isn’t going away.”
“Find a way to undo it!” Helena dropped her hold on her spear and threw her hands up in the air. “Cut it out or something. How do dragons divorce?”
“We eat the offending spouse,” I stated, keeping a straight face.
That didn’t seem to help. She just glared at me. “You can’t be serious.”
“Yup. Dragon divorces are nasty. Though I understand they rarely happen because once the mark is given, a commitment has been made,” I tried.
“That means you are committed to me? Fine, then quit your harem, and I’ll spread my legs for you like a skank.” Helena was shouting in the hall now.
I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. “That’s not how this works.”
“Then this”—she pointed between the two of us—“is not how things work, either.”
I paused, not sure how to direct the conversation. She was currently boiling over and clearly stressed.
And all her words and bluster didn’t quite match her actions. While she claimed I’d forced her to come with my family and she avoided actually seeing me, I really hadn’t needed to try very hard to get her to join.
I knew from my time inside her head that she had been used and abused by her mother, the archangel of love. The woman had used her ability to force Helena to love her, using it as punishment more than anything remotely nurturing. I had seen it all in her soul when I had been forced to enter it in order to beat the demon that had possessed her, the prince of gluttony.
I didn’t egg her on, waiting and giving her a moment to breathe.
“You two are just too cute.” Summer was leaning out a door watching us. “Like a married couple bickering.” She let out a dreamy sigh.
“You— fuc— ugh!” Helena threw her arms in the air before crossing them across her chest. Her face became redder and redder before she turned and stormed away.
I stood in the hallway feeling a little like a fool. “Thanks for the help, I guess. Sorry, I didn’t realize you were in there.”
“No problem.” Summer grabbed my hand and pulled me into the room. “I wasn’t doing anything, and I heard you two yelling. I decided to snoop.”
“A servant walked by and spilled trash on Helena. And apparently, that’s not the first time. I believe they’re doing it on purpose. I may have terrified him a bit.” I assumed Summer might be able to take care of the problem.
Sure enough, she waved away my words and pulled me down onto a couch. “Forget about it. Consider it solved.”
As she pulled me down, she pulled me onto the couch and laid my head in her lap before I realized what was happening. I lay awkwardly. Summer was a tall, busty woman, and the position made me feel small.
“What are you—”
“Shhhh,” she shushed me and made me lean back against her as she stroked my hair. “You deal with so much. Just let me help you relax a minute. I had really hoped you’d spend a month here relaxing.”
I paused for a moment before deciding to just relax and go with it. She was an ancient being, and even if I was the Dragon King, the motherly attention was nice. And I had to admit that a small part of me liked it. It had been a while since I had someone treat me like their kid.
“That’s it.” She felt me relax. “Now, you are struggling with Helena, yes?”
I grumbled. “Yeah. She was possessed and then whammied me with her love manipulation. I marked her.”
“She’s not in a place to love,” Summer observed.
“Of course she isn’t. Her mother manipulated her with love. Helena hates the very idea of it.” I sighed. “I hate that she’s not able to enjoy it.”
Summer giggled. “You even sympathize with her when she’s so rude to you. But I do notice that she sticks around. She could run away or refuse to interact with you entirely. I think on some level she wants it.”
“Could have fooled me,” I sighed as Summer ran her finger through my hair and I realized I had sunk comfortably into her lap.
She smiled warmly down at me. “Then why don’t you meet her where she is at?”
“Where’s that?”
“Anger. Fight with her. Let her get it out of her system. Then you can try to talk some sense into her. Maybe even make an arrangement that might not be exactly what you want, but will work for both of you for the time being.” Summer continued to hold me against her soft thighs, and I was feeling boneless as I lay there.
The relaxation was nice as I felt myself nearly melting into the couch.
But that made me pause. Did I feel too relaxed?
“Are you doing something to me?” I tried to sit up, but she held me down easily with one hand.
Only then did I realize just how terrifyingly strong she was at the moment. Even with my dragon strength, I was unable to move against that gentle hand.
“Relax. I am not glamoring you, nor your wives. There is a particular dragon here who is worked up over too many issues that I genuinely wish to see relax. But I thought about it, I won’t lie.”
There was a little twinkle of mischief in her eyes. “I could glamor you into relaxing. You’d lay here for a month and I could comfort you. Honestly, it may be what you need. But I will not. Just to make you more comfortable, I swear I have not glamored you, nor will I glamor you.” She repeated it the third time and a bond snapped between the two of us.
After a moment, I relaxed and laid back down in her lap.
She gave me a brilliant smile. “That’s it. Just relax. Let me comfort you.”
“So, I should fight the grumpy nephilim. Will that really work?” I thought back to my most recent bout with Polydora, picturing something similar.
The beast preened inside my chest, excited about it.
Summer chuckled. “Such lewd thoughts.”
“Can you read minds?”
“No, but you have a particularly easy face to read.” She smiled, and it made her eyes pinch.
“She’s just so frustrating,” I sighed.
“Then frustrate her back. Like I said, meet her where she’s at. Speak her language and then work it out from there.” Summer sighed and shook her head. “She really is a silly girl.”
“She’s not a girl.”
“Oh, to me they all are.” Summer smiled with a secret that I knew I wasn’t going to pry out of her.
I had no concept of how old she was, and I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know.
“We could talk about Maeve too, if you wish. I do hope to see you unite with some fae while you are here after your trip. We are such wonderful lovers,” Summer suggested.
“I only lay with my mates,” I grumbled back.
She clicked her tongue. “Such a silly rule. I have an entire grove of nymphs waiting to pull you amongst them and show you the wonders of a fae woman. Are we not attractive?” She ran a hand down her curves.
“Summer.” I rolled my eyes.
She only laughed, enjoying teasing me. “You know, if I were Helena, I’d just let you fuck the grump out of me. Works most of the time.”
Suddenly, laying on her lap felt a little uncomfortable. “Maybe I should go and talk to Maeve about the trip.”
Summer pouted. “You don’t want to relax a little with me?”
I shook my head, feeling like it was time to get some separation from the powerful fae. “The talk was wonderful, but I need to find Maeve. She probably wants to get things rolling for the trip. Getting her mother back is important.”
I tried to remember not to thank Summer, suddenly worried that if she managed to get three out of me, I might end up in said grove full of nymphs. After experiencing Evelyn several times, I wasn’t sure that a few dozen would be within my ability to resist.
Summer lifted her hands off me. “Fine. I won’t stop you. But if you need an ear or a lap to lie on, feel free to come find me anytime. And stop worrying. I am just teasing about the nymphs; there is no grove of them waiting.”
Chuckling awkwardly, I moved to leave. “Will do,” I blurted as I darted into the hallway.
As I got out of the room, the door disappeared and I shook my head, trying to remember if it was there when I had started my argument with Helena.
Summer’s advice wasn’t awful. If Helena wanted to fight, then I was happy to work things through that way. Maybe that would get us to a new understanding.
Wandering down the hall, I tried to think through where I might find Maeve. The place could be a little like a maze, but I’d figured out most of it. I made my way around a courtyard as Trina came rushing down the hall in my direction.
“There you are!” She grabbed me and pulled me quickly into a nearby room. “We need to talk.”




Chapter 7


I let Trina pull me into the room, and she stumbled for a moment. Apparently, she’d expected me to resist a little more. But I was more than happy for this moment with my soon-to-be mate. 
Grabbing her, I caught the dragon and spun to push her against the wall.
“Close the door.” She bit her lip. The copper dragon blushed as I had her pinned up against the wall. Her usually messy braid broke free and her hair spilled out over her shoulder.
I pushed the door closed with my foot and returned to the lovely dragon in front of me. She licked her lips as she gazed up at me.
“My king.” She closed her eyes, her body open to me.
Not needing any more clues, I bent down over her and kissed her offered lips. My hands wandered from where I held her arm down to her shoulders and around the curves of her chest.
I found my fingers getting caught in the folds of her shirt where she’d tied it into a knot, and I shifted them under it, sliding along the smooth skin under her breasts.
She kissed me back hungrily, her eyes fluttering open. Her warm chocolate eyes were filled with warmth and need. I grabbed her hip and lifted her up, pinning her against the wall as she wrapped her legs around me.
Locking her ankles together to keep her in place and her arms around my shoulders for stability, she began rubbing herself along me, moaning in pleasure.
She leaned away, gasping for breath and exposing her neck to me. “My king. I needed a moment to speak with you.”
“Oh? You’re not doing much speaking.” I kissed her neck, and the beast inside of me awoke sharply, my jaw crackling with the urge to shift.
Trina moaned, still clinging to me. “Getting hard to think.”
“Ah, that’s too bad. Well, see if it comes to you.” I breathed down her neck, her skin becoming rough with goosebumps, and I nibbled on her clavicle, trying to find the perfect spot to mark my newest mate.
I smiled, very ready for a release of the tension coiled inside of me after battling with Helena. Summer had tried to help, but this felt like a far better way to let go of that frustration.
I pressed Trina to the wall and ground myself against her.
“My king, don’t tease me,” she breathed heavily. “We don’t have much time.”
I growled at being rushed.
“My king.”
Growling again, I licked her neck. Finding a spot that made my dragon pleased, my jaw crackled and reformed as my magic gathered. 
“My mate,” I stated forcefully, before biting her clavicle as magic seared a glowing scar into her.
“Yes.” Trina bucked against me. “My king, my mate.” Her own jaw crackled and she bit me on the opposite shoulder, tearing my shirt. I gave zero shits about that shirt at that moment, my dragon instincts going wild.
I had claimed her, and now I was going to enjoy my new mate.
She released my shoulder from her mouth, bringing her face back in front of mine. I kissed her deeply as she continued to grind against me.
Trina groaned in frustration before she pulled back. “I’m sorry, my king. I failed to tell you what I’d planned to. Your mates know of the journey. They are upset that you didn’t tell them last night.”
Like a cold splash of water, her words sobered me. “Shit.”
“Sorry, my king.” She tenderly kissed my neck again where she had bit. “You need to go talk to them.”
Now it was my turn. I groaned as I ground myself against her. “Is it that bad? Maybe it can wait just a little longer.”
She chuckled. “I wish. But it was pretty messy. You distracted me this long, but the mark cleared my head a little.”
I grumbled. My head was the opposite of clear, but I acknowledged that she was probably right. I lifted her down off of me, preparing to head their way but pausing when she stayed behind.
She gave me a smile as she traced my mark on her with her finger. “Go ahead. I need to change my underwear or they will all smell my want on me.”
I laughed. She was right. The other dragons at minimum would know and might cause a small riot. “Fine. Rain check.”
“Oh, I plan on more than one rain check.” She turned, swaying her butt a little extra as she walked away.
I let my head loll back. “Fuck.” I tried to think of other things, needing my body to soften before I took on my other mates. The monster in my pants was far too obvious at the moment.
Taking deep breaths and tensing my thighs, it went away. I could finally step out of the room and head down to face off against my brides. I walked down the hall towards the dining area, finding all of them gathered.
Scarlett was the first to notice me, her ears perking up and her three tails swishing as she turned with her arms crossed. “When were you planning on telling us?”
I cleared my throat. Even with all of my ladies there, I wasn’t about to be intimidated. This was my harem.
A low growl rumbled in my throat as the beast agreed with me. “Today actually. I didn’t want to ruin the mood last night. It was important to me that we had at least some time as a full family without any worry.”
The girls actually seemed a little shocked at my tone.
“I’m going with Maeve to find her mother. While our wedding is important, solving the crisis of the missing fae queen is critical to the world. I will fulfill my duty as a leader of the paranormal and Maeve’s friend. You will all do an amazing job planning our wedding, and I will be back to take vows with each and every one of you. But make no mistake, you are already mine.” I looked into each of their eyes.
One by one, they softened.
Jadelyn sighed. “Did we all really expect our mate to sit still for an entire month?”
Several of them laughed, but there was melancholy to it.
“No. But a girl can dream.” Yev rubbed at her stomach. “You’ll be back? Promise on your first child?”
“I promise on our first child.” There was no doubt in my mind that I would do everything to get back to her. “Do you really think anything could keep me from coming back to all of you?”
Morgana snorted. “Such a sweet talker. I assume you have a team picked out?” She leaned forward, an eyebrow raised.
Tyrande made an understanding noise. “That’s why he mated Polydora.”
The rest of the group suddenly understood, and they focused back on me.
I cleared my throat. “Poly, Trina, Helena, Maeve, and her assistant will come with me. I was going to ask Kelly, but you’re far from your pack.”
Kelly crossed her arms and sighed. “I’m not very alpha this far from my pack. Blueberry can’t go either. The faeries hate her, but she’s badass when she’s not a pain in the ass. It’s more the land that I worry about; it’s not a big fan either.”
“As much as I hate to admit that Furball is right, she is in this singular instance. Congratulations.” She smirked at Kelly, who playfully preened at her victory.
Scarlett’s face had been shifting all around throughout the short conversation. I knew that she would have a mix of feelings around her commitment to the wedding, her protection of Jadelyn, and her desire to run off into the adventure with me.
“My first mate is far too busy. If I brought you, I feared that the wedding would be in jeopardy.” I put on my best smile.
“Don’t be too smug.” My kitsune narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re going to make this up to me. And don’t you dare make me come hunt you down.”
“Deal. Want me to put some kits in you? We can spend a few days in the horde when I get back,” I tried.
She winced. My kitsune did not have the regeneration of many of my harem.
“Or maybe a nice date and evening after?” She smiled up at me before turning a serious face to Maeve. “You’ll take care of him?”
“Of course.” The blue fae nodded eagerly. “I’ll die before he does. The Wilds are a dangerous place, but we have the Dragon King himself,” she tried to reassure the others.
“Why can’t Summer go?” Tyrande asked with a frown.
“Because the Wilds would swiftly take the land if Summer left,” Evelyn replied. “It is the queen’s strength that holds the Wild back. It’s why they only leave the faerie realm when their counterpart is at their strongest.”
I could see Maeve struggling with the information, and I was understanding more and more about the pressures that would fall upon her shoulders if she were to take up the crown. She would be locked within the fae realm for three quarters of the year.
It also explained all the cycling of who was sitting on the council. If she took up the crown, she would really lose her freedom.
“Don’t put any more pressure on our dear mate,” Jadelyn replied, gathering the girls back from where they were starting to gossip. “Zach Pendragon, I expect you back in three weeks. If you do not return by then, I will send every siren I can muster into the Wilds.”
Morgana snorted. “If he’s not back by then, you need not send for reinforcements. I’ll go in myself.”
“Like that would do any good, Blueberry. My pack will be far ahead of you, tearing the Wilds apart,” Kelly promised.
I smiled, warmed by their concern. “Don’t worry. Apparently, I’m a compass that’ll point towards the Winter Queen.”
“And a magnet for trouble.” Yev crossed her arms.
All the girls nodded in solidarity with her statement.
Trina came into the room, breathing heavily. “Oh, darn. Did I miss it?”
“Oh, look who’s marked now?” Yev turned to Trina and her nostrils flared before she narrowed her eyes at the copper dragon. “But not mated. Oh dear, it must be irritating.”
“I will survive,” Trina replied, but as she sat, I noticed she wiggled a little in the chair like she was filled with need.
“On that note, how about we get going, Maeve?” With my mates in agreement, I didn’t want to give too much time to wallow in my departure.
“Yes. But don’t we need Helena?” Maeve looked around for the final member of our expedition.
Rather than go hunt for her, I lifted my head and shouted, “Summer!”
“You called?” The motherly fae queen appeared in the doorway almost instantly.
It had been what I’d planned, but it was still crazy that it worked.
“We need Helena. Could you get her to meet us outside?”
She playfully pouted, but then disappeared again in a flash of light. When I looked back at my mates, they were staring at me oddly.
“Did he really just use the Summer Queen at the height of her power as an errand boy?” Larisa looked stunned.
“Not only did he, but she actually followed his request.” Morgana looked baffled.
“Huh.” Kelly was speechless.
I jerked my head to the side and waved to my mates, blowing them kisses. “Love you all!”
Hurrying out, I tried to avoid more conversation. I was already itching to shift and get flying. Walking with long strides, I found myself out the front doors in short order. The others had jogged to keep up with me.
Tossing my clothes off, and into my bracer, I began to shift.
“Eager?” Poly joked.
“Yes,” I said, my voice deepened as I spoke. “We only have three weeks, and I’m going to be missing out on valuable down time with my mates.”
I turned to Maeve as my neck elongated. “How do I become a compass for your mother?”
Maeve stepped up to me and took out a little contraption made out of silver.
As soon as she pressed it to my arm, it spun, pointing a specific direction. “This. It is an attempt to scry my mother. It would work without you if she weren’t in the Wilds. But with your connection to her powering it, it should even work in the Wilds.”
“I don’t like the ‘should’ part of that statement,” Trina commented as she caught up.
“I am fairly sure it will work,” Maeve corrected herself. “I just can’t say it doesn’t until we get into the Wilds. Otherwise, there is a very small chance I lie.”
The dragon shrugged and hopped on my back. “Aight, let’s all saddle up! Where’s the grumpy angel?”
“She’s not an angel. She’s a nephilim,” I quickly corrected her..
“Uh huh.” Trina didn't seem to care about the distinction.
I sighed. “She’ll probably join us once we are in the air.”
“Or we could wait. I’m happy to ride you as long as you’d like.” Evelyn climbed up on my back.
“Why are we taking the nymph?” Polydora asked.
I had to crane my neck around to see that I had all four passengers.
The nymph in question was batting her frosted eyelashes. “Because nymphs are the best, aren’t they, Dragon King?”
Maeve spoke over her, “Nymphs are actually quite adept at navigating the Wilds. For whatever reason, they just understand the twisting chaos better.”
“It’s just as twisted as our minds.” Evelyn winked at me. “We know how to do very naughty things.”
“Can you stop?” Trina grumbled, and I could smell her scent as she straddled my back. She was still very much horny to seal our marking with a mating.
Evelyn chuckled, seeming to understand exactly what she was doing to the poor dragon.
Looking to move the conversation on, I started walking forward. “Everybody, hold on! Maeve, point us in the right direction.”
My wings beat against the wind, lifting us slowly into the air. Just as I crested over the ridge of the chateau, a pair of white wings caught the sunlight as Helena joined me up in the air. I had a feeling she would be too proud to ride me.
“Where are we going?” Helena asked.
I turned my head to look at Maeve as she pressed the device against my back.
“Right eighty degrees.”
Turning back, I got a good landmark and leaned forward as I beat my wings, purposefully sending enough wind to knock Helena’s flight askew.
“Oops, sorry about that.” I smiled over at her.
“Shut up and watch where you are flying,” Helena scolded me and recovered, flying above me.
“You could just ride me,” I offered innocently.
“No.” She had to pump her wings to keep up with me, and I let myself glide lazily even as I accelerated.
If she was going to be stubborn, I was going to make her regret it. I was going with Summer’s approach. I’d meet her where she was at. Right now, she was treating me like a rival, and I was rather ready to play.
“You're too fast,” Helena grumbled. She flapped her wings harder, barely able to keep up with me.
Maeve made a rope with her magic and grabbed the nephilim. “Stop. Save your strength for when we’ll need it later. You have nothing to prove.”
Helena took the rope and pulled herself onto my back. “Fine. But only because the stupid dragon thinks he’s in a race.”
“My mates only gave me three weeks,” I replied.
“Three weeks?” Helena sounded surprised. “I thought this would just be a few days. Don’t you have a compass?”
I shrugged. “Who knows? The Faerie Wilds sound like a confusing place.”
“Left fifteen degrees.” Maeve corrected my flight. “See that lake up there? Keep that heading.”
“Can do.” I adjusted my flight, swinging towards the lake and pumping my wings for a little more height before I dipped slightly again. I let gravity and the wind do the work as I shot across the faerie.
The land was beautiful; everything was in full blossom of summer. But further up ahead, I could see the forest that seemed to go on forever. It reminded me of the oceans back home. There was just water and horizon.
“How big are the Faerie Wilds?” I asked the two fae on my back.
“No one knows exactly,” Evelyn said quickly. “No one has explored it all, and it’s impossible to map. It’s also easy to get turned around and double count.”
“Can I not fly over it?” I asked.
“Uhhh. No.” Evelyn looked at me as if I was stupid. “That’s a great way to get dead. We’ll have to land and walk it.”
“Why? What’s going to stop us from flying?” Poly asked before I could.
Evelyn looked at Maeve like she was asking permission. Whatever response she got let her continue. “There are lots of nasties out there. The types of nasties that could take down a dragon or a Dragon King. The Wilds are their territory. They have whole villages and cities of lost people, old gods and more. Flying over the Wilds would be like being a pig and slathering yourself in barbecue sauce as you walk into a rib shack. They’d love to get their hands on dragon parts.”
I blinked a few times. Hearing a fae nymph use those words was odd, to say the least.
“But I’m the Dragon King,” I replied, a little annoyed that they were downplaying my strength.
She patted my back. “Yeah, you are, tough stuff. Once upon a time, everyone might have come together to defeat the Wild Fae Queen, but they certainly never defeated the Wilds.”
“If anything, the Wilds have become stronger with her absence,” Maeve added.
With a sigh, I angled down towards the tree line. “Then walking it is. Flying is a last resort.”
“Please don’t fly above the Wilds,” Maeve quickly stated. “I would not want to go back to your wives with my hat in hand, I would most likely lose my head. Or worse.”
“And ours,” Polydora said quickly. “It is our job to protect you on this trip.”
Grudgingly, I agreed. “Fine. I won’t fly over the Wilds.”




Chapter 8


My wings scattered the grass and dirt at the edge of the jungle that was the Fae Wilds as I touched down with the women on my back. Bright green leaves were everywhere, spotted with flowers and other bright pops of color. 
The passengers slid off my back as I began to shrink, standing up naked and putting on a pair of pants. I finished buttoning them, looking up and noticing that Polydora was physically holding Trina in place while Trina’s eyes were a little wild. I went to move closer in concern, but Polydora met my eyes and shook her head.
So, throwing on a shirt, I took the device from Maeve and pressed it to my arm. But when it touched my skin, nothing happened.
“You didn’t give me much time to work on this.” The fae princess rolled her eyes. She touched it, and the arrow came to life pointing into the jungle in front of us. “I have to power it. You are just the conduit to connect through the Wilds.”
“Ah,” I replied, although I didn’t understand what she was saying. I wasn’t very well versed on fae magic, despite having a piece of Ikta’s power.
I looked out at the Wilds, wondering if it would recognize her magic. Regardless of the answer, I was about to make my way through it.
We walked forward, and the delineation was clear. A line of mushrooms at the edge of the jungle detailed the separation between the tamed and wild fae lands.
I looked around and stepped over the mushrooms, looking back over my shoulder. Everything was the same as it had been a second ago. The only difference was that I was on the other side of the mushrooms.
“Careful. Archways will lead to different places,” Maeve warned.
“Got it. Don’t walk under arches.” Helena rolled her eyes.
Evelyn stepped over the mushrooms, and the others followed. “This is serious.”
“It isn’t an if, but a when. When we get separated, you stay put until Zach finds you,” Maeve said.
“If that’s the plan, do I need to mark you and Evelyn?” I asked Maeve as I tilted my head at the other fae.
“Yes, please.” Evelyn batted her eyelashes.
Maeve pulled her back. “No. Our friendly neighborhood nymph here can navigate me back if we get separated. But that only works if you stay put. She can help me find my way back to where I was if we make a wrong turn or pass through an arch. Worst case, I could modify this to work on our promise.” She pointed at the device we were using to track down her mother.
I didn’t like that at all. “Then what happens if we all get separated? How am I to find you?”
Maeve’s brows pinched down. I could tell she didn’t have a good answer. “Zach, if we don’t find my mother, then I cannot be your mate. I’ll be in the faerie ten months out of the year.”
Evelyn looked at Maeve strangely. It seemed like there was something being left unsaid, but the fae kept her mouth shut.
“It is okay, my king. You have enough of us.” Polydora put a hand on my shoulder.
“Let’s go before you throw him a pity party.” Helena marched right on into the jungle.
I was a little surprised at Maeve’s statement. I could feel her pulling away, worried about what it meant if she was forced to become queen. I looked up, noticing that Helena was far ahead of me. While I’d been distracted, she had kept moving.
“Hold up. We need to stay close,” I shouted at the nephilim.
“I’m fine,” she shouted over her shoulder as she kept walking.
The air between us wavered for a moment, and then she was gone.
I hurried forward.
“Zach!” Maeve warned me. “Arches.” She pointed up at where Helena had disappeared. Once she did, I could see where a large vine bridged the gap between two branches, completing an arch.
I looked around, suddenly horrified. If that was all it took, this entire jungle was going to be filled with arches.
“We’ll wait here. Go through the arch. It hasn’t been long, so you should end up close to where she went. Grab her and bring her back,” Maeve instructed.
I nodded and went through the arch, stepping out in a completely different area. The climate was suddenly much more humid, and the leaves that had been large and flat were now prickly.
“Helena.” I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Helena, where are you?”
I looked back, and sure enough, the group was gone. It was unsettling how quickly we could be separated.
Focusing on the beast, I let it pull me towards my mates. I felt two off to the right, maybe a mile out. And then there was a single one straight forward, maybe a few hundred yards away.
“Damnit, Helena, if I’d known you were going to be a problem, I would have left you behind,” I grumbled under my breath as I stomped through the jungle.
My eyes kept scanning for natural arch formations as I moved, now far more aware. The last thing I wanted was to get bounced around the Wilds.
“Helena!” I shouted again, and there was rustling in the bushes.
I turned, ready to chew out the nephilim, but instead, I was greeted by a panther with thorns growing out of its spine. The big cat gave me no time to think before it leapt at me.
Falling back with it, I planted my feet on its chest and kicked it up and over me as I spun to the side and got to my feet.
The Fae Wilds were chaotic, and my red side called to me. I shifted, red scales covering my body and spines growing from my face as I turned into my hybrid form, my clothes tearing away.
“Come on, kitty. Let’s go. You don’t know what you are messing with.” Maybe I had a little frustration to work out as well.
The panther got to its feet and rounded on me with a low stalking prowl as it started to circle me. It waited in one spot too long, and my mouth opened, roaring out a blast of fire.
The panther jumped back, but as soon as the fire cleared, I was on it. My clawed hands tore into its side as I tried to grab it, but it twisted out of my grasp, leaving me with only a pound of flesh in my hand.
Its paw caught me in the shoulder as it came back around, making me reconsider if the thing even had a spine with how it moved. I staggered to the side as it darted forward, avoiding much damage thanks to my scales.
My hand came down on one of the bony spines in its back and pulled.
The panther yowled and tried to rake me with its claws, but I grabbed a second spine. I pushed them in opposite directions until there was a snap and the back half of the panther stilled.
Tossing it aside, I checked my arm. My red scales were scratched, but they had protected me.
The panther was struggling to move, but it attempted to drag itself away on its two front legs. It was badly broken, and I knew it wouldn’t survive much longer in the Wilds.
Grabbing it by the scruff of its neck, I put the thing of its misery before pausing and sucking the corpse into my bracer. It might as well be nourishment in the future.
I paused, still feeling like I was being watched. I focused on my beast, curious if it was Helena, but she seemed to have kept moving. I grumbled to myself as I marched on through the jungle after her, not bothering to shift back. If there was another creature preparing to ambush me, I wanted to be in my hybrid form and ready to fight.
Whatever was watching me, it was smart and stealthy. I only heard the rustle of leaves; I saw nothing. But I also was ignoring it, pretending that I didn’t know it was there. I just didn’t want to deal with it.
A twig snapped, and I stopped on instinct rather than on purpose. There was a tense moment before a woman spoke.
“I see you. You’ll come back now without a fight, or I’ll bring the sisters out to drag you back. You might have come a long way from the village, but you need to return for your safety.” The woman was wearing torn leathers, like some sort of jungle dwelling tribe, as she pointed a spear at me. Her fiery red hair swayed as she stepped around a bush, keeping her spear leveled.
I looked down at the weapon. It was well made, but it was simple. Not wanting to underestimate her if she was able to stand up against a hybrid dragon, I looked her in the eye, keeping myself braced for battle.
“Excuse me?” As I said it, I realized she didn’t seem surprised to see my current form at all. I wondered what in the Wilds would look like a hybrid dragon.
“Do you know I’m a dragon?” I asked.
“Get on the ground. Shift back and I’ll pretend you didn’t ignore my order. You are endangering yourself.” She stabbed the spear at me again in warning.
I paused, staring at her harder as my dragon woke up inside of me. I nearly choked as I registered that she had dragon eyes. Looking closer, mana was pulsing out of her with every beat of her heart.
“Wait. Are YOU a dragon?” I asked, absolutely shocked.
“Get on the ground, male,” she ordered me.
I couldn’t help it; I laughed. With everything I’d been through, it was like I was hallucinating. And here was this woman trying to order me around. 
“Fuck you,” I wheezed out between my laughs.
Standing tall, my fear aura blanketed the area. I took a deep breath before fire raged out of my mouth, setting the whole area in front of me ablaze.
The dragon woman stepped forward, walking through the flames calmly, red scales dotting her skin. She was a red dragon. My brain swirled with all the implications; they were supposed to be extinct.
But all my questions would have to wait because she was fully pissed off. I was so stunned that I didn’t react fast enough as she snapped the heel of her hand into my jaw.
It was enough to jar me and make me stumble.
“You, dare try to intimidate me?” She threw a kick at my midsection.
Now more prepared for the attack, I grabbed her foot and leaned back, swinging her into a tree. The hit shattered its trunk and sent her tumbling through the bushes.
“I don’t know who the fuck you think I am, but you are coming with me,” I growled.
I needed answers. She wasn’t supposed to exist, and now it sounded like there could be an entire village.
The now hybrid dragon rolled to her hand and feet. “You have some nerve demanding something of me. Were you someone’s favorite breeder? Did it give you an ego? Or was it that you managed to get your dragon that gives you such an ego?”
“I’m not from your village,” I replied.
She snorted. “So you are an escapee? Good to know some of our escapees have formed a new village. You aren’t even very old. It endangers us all for male dragons to wander the wilds.”
“Careful, you are talking to the Dragon King.” I wondered if the title would matter to her.
It did not.
She nearly fell over with laughter. “King?” She redoubled her laughter. “That’s a fucking good one. There is no king of dragons. Men led the dragons to their doom.”
The dragon kicked up her spear into her hand before hurling it at me.
I dodged out of the way, but it wasn’t enough. I had to shift down to a human as the spear whistled through the air and then blew completely through a tree trunk.
I stared at it for an extra moment. That wasn’t a spear; it was a missile in the hands of a dragon.
Shifting back into my hybrid form, I grabbed the dragon as she tackled me to the ground.
Her loin cloth had stayed on her hips as she shifted, and she pulled something off of it. It looked like a vine. “Hold still while I bind you.”
I did not want to find out what kind of vine she thought could hold a dragon. And the fuck if I was going to let her bind me. 
I let my colors ripple to blue before jags of lightning tore their way out of my throat, catching the dragon in the chest and hurling her off of me. If she could handle a red dragon, I’d try one of the other elements.
The dragon landed a few yards from me, twitching as arcs of electricity still jumped about her skin.
“Sorry about that.” I took the cord from her grip as she still twitched. “But I need to figure this out, and I’m already on a tight timeline.” Helena was likely still marching through the forest.
Quickly, I rolled her over before she got control of her muscles and started tying her hands behind her back.
She thrashed without much coordination as she tried to make it harder for me. “You—” Her jaw chattered as she struggled to form words.
“Yes?” I finished the knot on her wrists and pulled tight.
“You’re the son of Tiamat,” she managed to state.
“Okay, so king has no effect, but Tiamat does. Good to know. And yes, I am. I’m also the son of Bahamut.” I rolled her onto her back. “See?” My scales rippled through the chromatic and then to the metallic colors.
The dragon woman’s eyes were growing wider as she witnessed it. “No. Impossible. Let me go.”
“Sorry. You are just going to fight me more if I do. Tell me about this village,” I demanded, lifting her by the cord that I’d used to bind her wrists.
“Let me go.” She jerked her arms, but I had the leverage.
Both of us were in our hybrid forms, and I thought I still had an advantage in strength. She was my prisoner. “Go on. Tell me about this village. Are there more red dragons?”
“Of course there are. Ares saved our people and now Tiamat protects us.” She jerked again.
I was done with her fighting me and pulled up hard on the cord, jerking her arms back far enough to force her to bend over. “Tiamat protects your people?”
“Yes. She is a great ruler of dragons. When the Church assassinated dozens of dragons in a single night, Ares led us away. The first generation were but kids, but they preserved the dragon race when the Church killed them all. Then Tiamat was reborn to protect us amid the wilds.” She begrudgingly told me her history before she snapped a kick at my knee.
The hit connected and my knee bent the wrong way. I had been stunned by the news, enough to let my guard down.
I went down with a scream as she shifted into a human and rolled away, slipping her bindings. Then she flipped through the air, her foot connecting with my jaw and sending me sprawling.
Stars filled my vision, and when I tried to push off the ground, the whole world spun and I fell to my side.
“Typical,” she snorted and flipped her red hair. “All aggression and no brains.”
I was a little dazed by her kick, but it was getting better quickly.
She straddled me, and I felt her wrap something around my wrists. “You don’t even know how to tie knots.”
I bucked, but she rode my hips with a laugh.
“Don’t worry. If you are really the son of Tiamat, you’ll make a great many dragons happen. You'll get your pick of the women as long as we can get your dragon back under control. I need to report to the village that there is a community of males out here.”
I ignored her last statement, not caring if she had the wrong information. But what she’d said fit with the history I knew. The war with the Church had led to a group of dragons entering the Fae Wilds. It would have been easy for them to be presumed dead.
I was still thinking through all she’d said as her weight left my hips, followed by a thunk on the ground next to me.
A silver spear embedded itself in the ground.
“Who are you?” the dragon shouted, and I rolled onto my back to see Helena gliding over.
“I see.” The dragon looked at me for a moment. “You are hers. Do not worry, we will free you.”
“Fuck no,” I groaned.
The dragon woman jumped up, still in her loincloth, and grabbed Helena, the two women landing on the ground and beginning to wrestle.
I was still blinking the stars out of my vision as I let myself shift down to human. I tried the same move she had, but the vines she had tightened with my shift. They were tight around my smaller wrists after just a few movements. I stared at it, desperately wanting to learn how she’d tied the knot.
“Zach,” Helena shouted.
I rolled to my feet and leaned against a tree as I breathed deep. I built up my lightning and then let it rip from my throat, catching the red dragon and tossing her aside.
She rolled with the blow and her fingers dug deep furrows in the ground. “Angel.” She spat before throwing her body uncoordinatedly to the side.
But as her body moved, it disappeared, never emerging on the other side of the tree.
Helena rushed over to where she had disappeared. “Where’d the bitch go?”
“Wait. Fuck. Come back here.” I didn’t have time to chase Helena through the woods again.
Helena snorted. “Did she show you those breasts, and you just fell over for her? I mean seriously, what the fuck happened to you?”
I grunted, already pissed at the nephilim. “You happened. You rushed off ahead and got yourself transported off into the Wilds. I came to get you.”
Helena had a stubborn set to her brows. “I did not get lost.”
“Yes, you did.” Getting my feet more solidly under me, I stood up against a tree and walked over to where the red dragon disappeared and looked up above. “See that?” I pointed with my chin while Helena pulled her spear out of the ground.
“No?”
“The branches form an arch. Any naturally formed arch is a portal among the Wilds,” I explained. “You walked through one not a minute into the Wilds. Now the rest of the group is waiting. Come on.”
Her spear spun at me, but she only sliced the bindings on my arms. “So, what happened with the woman?”
“She wasn’t a woman. She was a dragon.” I rubbed my wrists and pulled out a pair of jeans. I only had a dozen pairs in my bracer, and I was starting to think it might not be enough for the trip. “Let’s get you back to the group. Help me keep an eye out for natural arches.”




Chapter 9


"And so that’s what happened.” I’d found my way back to the rest of the group and was retelling what had happened as we picked our way carefully through the jungle. Helena had become in charge of looking up to determine that we didn’t walk through any more archways. 
“So, a red dragon.” Trina let out a heavy sigh. “Everyone thinks they are gone.” She looked over to Polydora, who was in deep contemplation. “What do you think?”
She looked up from her concentration. “There was an island where a lot of us ladies trained.”
“The Amazonian isle.” I waited, putting as much suspense into my voice as I could. “You think this is them?”
“It was mostly girls, but there were a few boys in the mix. A big, jaded red bitch ran the island. I trained there for a long time, but I wasn’t there during the war. From what I heard, the place fell to a blitz from the Church. A lot of young dragons died. It was a big deal among the dragons because we thought the island was a secret,” she added.
“But maybe some escaped instead?” I suggested.
She nodded along. “I’d never even considered it possible, but now I guess it could be. Although, I have no idea how they would have gotten into the fae realm.”
Maeve nodded along with her story. “There’s a portal in the Greek Islands that leads deep into the Fae Wilds. We had a small incursion of Greek philosophers and bards once.”
I had so many burning questions. “So then are some of the Greek stories true?”
Maeve raised an eyebrow. “Yes, but not the ones you read. We made sure that many of the ones that were too true didn’t survive the ravages of time.” She smirked.
I smiled. It was devious, but I couldn’t argue with the tactic. Running through the questions in my head, I tried to decide what it meant. “Thoughts on what we do about the current trip?” I asked the group.
“You won’t abandon my mother, will you? Please say you won’t.” Maeve reeled like she’d been hit.
“No,” I quickly assured her. I wouldn’t abandon her quest, even though a part of me desperately wanted to chase down the dragons. “There’s no way for me to track the dragons. Besides, we are on their turf. I don’t think going and trying to fight a village of dragons here is the best idea.”
Polydora shrugged. “They sound like my kind of girls.”
“Of course they do.” I rolled my eyes. “The point is, we are going to keep heading towards Winter, but what if we find them or they find us? Maybe we can find out more.”
“Zach, you have limited time,” Maeve pointed out.
“I know. I know.” My head was spinning. There was no way I’d miss my wedding, so I’d just have to figure out how to learn more about this dragon village. A part of me really hoped we’d run into them again on our quest to find Winter.
I knew if the broader dragon leadership were around me at the conclave, their answer would be to separate and track them down. The chromatics couldn’t wait to have red dragons back, pushing for me to sire children. I couldn’t imagine their reaction to an entire village.
“What if we just took some arches together?” I asked. “Could we speed this up?”
“You can travel through them while holding hands, but we do not know where we’ll end up,” Evelyn stated.
I looked at the silver device in Maeve’s hands. “Can that tell us distance? Just keep jumping through arches until we are significantly closer?”
Helena stopped, and I ran into her wings. “There’s an arch there.” She pointed over and up.
Maeve looked between her compass and me, sighing. “Fine. I don’t know if I can give you an accurate reading from the compass, but we can try.”
She pressed it to my arm, and it spun to point behind us. Maeve cursed. We’d already gotten turned around.
“Only more reason to try portal hopping,” Helena admitted.
I went to grab the nephilim’s hand only to get smacked away.
“No. I’ll lead, and the nymph is coming with me.” She grabbed Evelyn’s hand and pulled the nymph forcefully through the arch.
“Hey!” The nymph reached out and Maeve grabbed her hand before she was all the way through. We all quickly made a chain before Helena separated the group yet again.
I ended up with my hand linked between Maeve and Trina. The dragon nearly vibrated with the contact. Frowning at her, I tried to silently ask a question.
“Later, my King. I will come and discuss it later tonight.” She blushed and looked away as we all continued through the archway.
Maeve slapped the device on my shoulder as soon as we were through, and the dial spun around, glowing a faint yellow. “We are still far away. It will go from yellow to red as we get closer. It may also get hotter.”
I nodded. The heat wouldn’t bother me.
“Then we continue through.” Helena looked up among the branches and headed off in a new direction.
The next area we stepped into was entirely different. The trees had pine needles, and the flower scent was replaced entirely by pine.
Maeve slapped the device to my shoulder, and it glowed a faint orange. “Better.”
“Onward.” Helena marched forward, pushing their group through another portal.
It became disorienting as we bounced around different environments every dozen steps or so. We stepped through another archway, and it seemed to explode as a giant gorilla smashed down on it as we exited.
I spun around, but the two dragonettes jumped into action first. Polydora’s hand became claws, but she ended up pulling Trina back.
The gorilla roared away from them as it grappled with a giant tiger that was trying to rake at its face. The gorilla slammed the tiger against the trees, sending chips of wood into the air. The beasts both made a ruckus as they fought amid the jungle.
“We are not either of their prey.” Polydora pushed the group forward as she stepped away with her arms out. “Helena, check for an arch.”
“None. You are clear. Why are we backing up?”
“Because I’d like to get our king and the fae clear before we deal with them,” Polydora said.
Maeve snorted and stepped around her, gathering a spear of ice into her hand and hurling it up into the tiger. The frost expanded over its shoulder, and the gorilla smashed it, shattering its frozen shoulder and taking the advantage in the fight.
“Do not think I am weak.” Maeve frowned.
“My apologies,” Polydora scowled right back as the gorilla turned our direction. Maeve’s move had apparently gotten its attention.
Polydora jumped forward, shifting into a giant bronze dragon and joining the tangle of giant beasts. Trina was right behind her, the two of them working in tandem to injure the gorilla while the tiger limped away.
Polydora had the gorilla’s throat in her jaws in no time, and she tore out its throat as Trina, smaller, but no less strong, pounced on the three-legged tiger and brought it to the ground. Her jaws clamped down at the base of its neck and jerked back and forth to snap it.
Polydora lifted her bloody muzzle from the gorilla’s throat. “There was a reason we wanted room.” Her tails flicked back and forth not far from my face. “Big dragons need lots of room.”
Trina lifted off the tiger and raked her claws along it in frustration before peeling back its hide and dining on the tiger.
“You okay, Trina?” I asked.
“Fine,” she grumbled through her bloody meal.
She was definitely not fine. But given that she was currently ripping apart a giant tiger with blood on her maw, I decided that it was probably not the best time to have a talk.
Helena raised an eyebrow at me; even the nephilim was giving me side eye.
“How about we set up our camp?” I asked, noticing that the sun was starting to be shaded by the trees of the jungle. “Looks like it is going to get dark early.”
“We probably shouldn’t camp next to two giant corpses. They will attract other predators,” Evelyn pointed out.
“What corpses?” Trina pulled at a piece and ripped some meat from the tiger. “They’ll be gone soon; I’ll get rid of everything.”
Polydora chuckled and more carefully cut out a slab from the gorilla. “For all of you to cook. It seems we have a very hungry, very broody dragon.”
Trina narrowed her eyes over her kills and raked the tiger closer to her. “I’m not broody.”
No one said a word as she dug back into the tiger.
As I watched her, it clicked. Yev had been similar after she’d discovered that she was pregnant, and I was told it would get worse after she laid her egg. I’d marked Trina, and clearly it was causing some new feelings.
Dragons devoured everything in sight so that they could spend prolonged periods resting on the egg. But I hadn’t consummated my mating with Trina, so it must be some other hormonal thing.
“Fine. I guess we camp out while she finishes eating.” Maeve looked at me. “Got stuff packed in that bracer?”
I smiled triumphantly. Pulling several large tents out of my bracer, I had pretty much anything I could need. It was like a million big purses. I even had a full camping set that I dropped out in the middle of the tents.
Maeve drew her finger in a circle, and the tents popped up. “I guess we can manage that.”
“A tent isn’t going to stop us from being squished by one of those giant animals,” Helena commented, looking around.
“No. But they provide a little privacy while someone keeps watch,” I replied.
She grunted and picked a tent, poking her head in and struggling to get her wings inside the opening. “I expected these to be some sort of magic tents with a whole mansion inside.”
“Sorry. Just normal tents.” I had packed them in a hurry one day when Morgana had planned a stakeout in the middle of a park. “But I have plenty.”
“We’ll make some ice, if you can melt it?” Maeve suggested, walking over to an area and blasting a large divot into the ground. After the divot was there, she put a big block of ice in it. “That way, we can at least get a little clean.”
She pulled at her white shirt, which was now heavily stained from our travel. The current climate was extremely muggy; I had a feeling the winter fae were really feeling the heat.
“Of course.” I breathed on the ice, melting it and going so far as to bake the ground under it. The ground would not become pottery, but I hoped it would hold water better.
“Thank you. Now, I’d ask that you let us bathe in peace.” Evelyn gave me bedroom eyes, not seeming to mean what she was saying.
“Not a problem,” I replied, watching Evelyn’s face turn into a pout as I turned away.
My attention instantly turned to Trina, who was naked and covered in blood as she walked into camp, her eyes latching onto me.
“Nope. Go bathe.” I pointed her to the little pool I had made.
She looked like she was going to fight me for a moment, but she relented and headed over.
Polydora chuckled, completely comfortable in the nude as she also walked up. But she’d at least made an effort to wipe herself down. “Don’t blame her. She’s just going to be a handful tonight. I did not expect her to go this way.”
“Want to give me a hint as to what’s going on?” I asked.
The Amazonian woman chuckled. “She wants babies. Like really bad.”
I nodded. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, but it didn’t freak me out. I glanced back quickly to make sure they were okay. The girls were gathering at the pool to bathe, but Evelyn had slipped back away and was motioning me to come behind a tent.
“What now?” I murmured, heading over to see what she wanted.
“Zach.” Evelyn grabbed my hands and pulled me out of view of the others. “I need to talk to you about Maeve.”
I got serious. “What’s wrong?”
“Look, you know she’s under an absolute ton of pressure right now. This whole thing with her mother has sped up things which she didn’t think would be happening for millennia, and she’s confused.” Evelyn was babbling, and I was trying to keep my patience.
The fae nymph dug her toes in the ground as she struggled with what to say next.
“I understand. That’s a lot of weight being thrust upon her,” I tried to empathize.
Evelyn gave me an exasperated sigh.
At that moment, a naked, wet and hastily cleaned Trina came up behind Evelyn. “Leave.”
Evelyn did a double take at the dragon’s rudeness. The fae, apparently, wasn’t leaving fast enough for Trina as the copper dragon started growling.
“I’ll talk to you later, Evelyn. I marked Trina but didn’t mate her, and it seems to be causing a little problem.” I was a little worried Trina was about to physically remove Evelyn and cause some sort of incident.
But Trina just moved forward, grabbing my shoulders and lifting herself up for a kiss. I wasn’t sure where the nymph went, but she was gone. And Trina was now pawing at my pants.
“Down.” I slapped away her hand and picked her up, carrying her to the tent.
I smiled. This was a problem I knew how to solve.
Trina growled at me.
“Patience.” I tossed her inside a tent and frowned for a second, trying to work the spell for silence that Sabrina had taught me. My fingers fumbled through the steps as Trina tugged at my pants.
“Need.” She breathed my scent deep. “Mate.”
I looked down, and her eyes were pained with need. She looked like she was only hanging on by one very frayed thread.
“Breed me,” she groaned as she licked up my abs, the tongue flicking at the end. “I want your whelps.” Her eyes were wide and her pupils were a little dilated.
I’d clearly put her through a lot by marking her without truly mating with her. I undid my pants, and Trina was on me in an instant. Her warm chocolate eyes fixed on mine as she swallowed me and started to suckle as her fingers played with my base.
I placed my hands on her head, helping her rock over me. Two horns grew out of her head for convenient handlebars. Not one to leave an offer untouched, I grabbed on and used her mouth, thrusting in deep.
Trina’s head lolled back, becoming boneless as she let me use her mouth and take my pleasure. She slurped at my cock, her tongue playing with me like a favorite ice cream as it swelled.
She leaned in a little harder, her legs parting, and that was the moment when her scent hit me. It was sweet and naughty; she was extremely wet even after washing off.
“Trina,” I groaned, feeling her lips tighten around the head and pull my skin back as I sank her back down on my cock. “Oh, that’s wonderful.”
“My pussy. Fill it up,” she begged around me, looking up into my eyes.
I didn’t need to be asked twice. Pushing her down on her back, I kissed her neck.
“No. Foreplay is done. Fuck you,” she growled. “You marked me, and my instincts have been like a fucking needy whore for you this entire day. Fill me.”
I chuckled and instead spread her legs, sinking my hips down on hers, catching her lower lips with my cock. She was so slick that I missed, sliding up and out of her sex.
She groaned and bucked her hips. “Damnit!”
I chuckled. Pushing myself against her, I ground the base of my cock against her clit. “There.”
Trina relaxed a little, letting out soft, mewling groans. Her loose braid had come undone again, and her warm chocolate eyes peeked out as she squinted up at me. “My mate.” She smiled.
“My mate.” I bit her shoulder aggressively, making up for marking her and leaving her hanging.
As soon as my lips were unoccupied, she grabbed my head, forcing our lips together and kissing me continuously, sucking on my lips and staring into my eyes.
“Yes,” she hissed as my hips shifted and just the tip penetrated her folds.
Making her wait for a moment, I laughed as she let out a needy moan. I slipped inside her, her wet sex opening up for me.
“Oh, my king, you are a monster.” She arched her back as I slowly drove myself all the way in. “You could go straight into my womb with that.”
I chuckled, pushing deeper until she had no more room to give.
Her ankles hooked on my thighs and pushed me harder still, and hissed as I penetrated something new. “That’s it, right in the womb.”
“That hurts?”
“So good. I feel you stretching me, going where none have gone before. Besides, I want your seed in my womb. Give me a little whelp,” she encouraged me.
My cock was almost stuck inside of her and I rocked against her, feeling like it was in something a size too small. But it felt amazing, the wet friction adding to the moment. I was building up to my peak, savoring the paradise of tightness.
“My king,” she cried out, panting. “I cannot take much more.” Her sex quivered around me, suckling for me to release inside of her.
I felt myself give her what she wanted, swelling briefly before shooting ropes into her.
Trina sighed in bliss and relaxed under me. “Thank you, my mate. That was wonderful.”
“Feeling better?” I teased, pulling myself out and laying down next to her.
“Oh no. Not yet. We’ll spend all night trying to give me whelps.” Trina rolled over me and stared down. Her brown eyes looked deep within mine, and they were a tiny bit crazed. “We dragonettes may not get your bed every night, so I will take the opportunities presented to me.”
She ground against me and smiled as she felt me stiffen. “Fitting of a Dragon King. You are ready again so quickly. Good. You will have a large harem to satisfy.”




Chapter 10


Despite being up all night, I got up early. No one had bothered either of us to take a turn at watch. 
As I stepped out into the fae lands, Helena gave me some side eye. “Your silence spell wasn’t very good last night.”
“Oh. Sorry about that. I was a little distracted while I tried to set it up,” I replied.
“It was like listening to something on the lowest volume all night,” she sighed.
“Need some rest?” She looked well rested enough, but a cranky nephilim would be a long day.
She shook her head. “I got enough rest last night. Why don’t you get some firewood for this trip? This place seems drier than the others we’ve been in.”
I looked around, taking in her suggestion. It was a good idea. I could always find my way back to the group, unlike Helena or the others. I gave her a nod and headed out. Walking away from the camp, I picked up dry sticks, breaking them and stuffing them into my bracer.
I started thinking about what I could do for the others. It wasn’t exactly the most romantic thing to mark them and drag them through the jungle. Pulling at my shirt, I could feel just how much heavier it had become since we had started, with moisture and grime adding to its weight.
We definitely weren’t on the vacation I’d promised them. Though, the two dragonettes wouldn’t be complaining. Both of them were over the moon with their new status as my mates. But that didn’t change what they deserved. I needed to find small gestures to show I cared.
Grabbing dry sticks, I rose, and a spot of bright color caught my attention. I’d found the berries that Trina had collected the other day. I bent down, checking them. Taking a deep sniff, I recognized them as being the same. Trina might like some more.
Filling my bracer up with as many as I could, I kept on finding more of the bushes while collecting wood and happily added them. I tried not to think about the red dragons as I picked the red berries. I’d made my decision. My priority was finding Winter, and the rest would have to wait.
But I couldn’t help the feeling of guilt creeping through me. If Brom or Thuun were with me, they’d be back mobilizing an army of dragons to scour the Fae Wilds. Brom would just bulldoze through the Wilds like at the conclave, creating some sort of fae and dragon incident.
And part of me wanted to see him go up against this village of dragon women. If they’d learned to fight with Polydora and grown their numbers, I had a feeling that they would be a worthy opponent and create an intense army.
I rubbed at my temples. With the enemies we had, it was even more reason for me to find them. I looked around for more wood to grab.
Having just spent a single day in the Wilds, I could feel how rich the ground was with mana. And there were plenty of beasts to eat, judging by Poly and Trina’s catches the day before.
The Wild Dragons were likely to be huge. I wished I’d gotten the red dragon to shift so that I could be better informed. But part of me was a little glad, because I didn’t want to know if they were bigger than me. I had some work to do, and I hadn’t put in much of it recently with everything else going on.
Maeve and Evelyn had warned me that there were things out there that would destroy me if I flew above the jungle. In the Wilds, I might not be as big and terrifying as other monsters.
Deciding I’d gathered enough wood, I returned to camp, finding the girls all awake and poking at some charred meat for breakfast.
“Oh, my king, I have food.” Trina rushed up to me, handing me a piece of meat and staring at me with googly eyes.
I smirked to myself. Apparently, filling her womb wasn’t enough to scratch whatever itch she had around having my dragon babies.
“Trina, I found some of those berries you made tea from yesterday.” Pulled a handful out of my bracer. I traded her for the still smoking meat.
“Girl went all feral on a boar she found.” Helena looked at me like I had something to do with it.
“Broody,” Polydora said over a mouthful of food. “It’ll pass.”
I noticed that Maeve had placed a block of ice in the middle of the camp, both to cool the area and to melt some of it off into a bucket that they were using to drink.
“So.” I didn’t sit down as I nibbled on the meat. It was raw on the inside and burnt on the outside, clearly charred by dragon means. Before I could get to the topic that I wanted to talk about, I had to ask, “Did you cook this with lightning?”
“Yup.” Polydora tore off more of her meat. “Gave the others thin pieces. We can eat lovely, rare meat.”
I shrugged. It didn’t bother my dragon digestive system. “So, why don’t we head off? I’m having a few thoughts; I’d like to fight and eat things in the wild.”
Maeve frowned at me, but the other two dragons seemed to understand.
“Mana,” I replied simply. “Those two gigantic beasts were magical in nature, right?”
Polydora nodded. “Very rich in mana. I probably added another three hundred pounds onto my dragon with them. Hard to notice at my size, though.”
“Don’t say that. You are just as slim and elegant as ever,” Trina joked as she worked to grind the berries into a paste.
“Thanks.” Polydora grinned over her food. “But you want to grow bigger here. Is that the idea, my king?”
I nodded. “We have a trek to make, and if I do it in my dragon form with all of you on my back, it should go a little faster. Also, what happens if I only partially enter an arch?” I directed the question at the two fae.
“You’ll be fine if you break the arch part way through,” Maeve said, frowning. “You’ll stay where most of your body was.”
“Great. Then I’ll run through the Wilds as a dragon.” There was also the advantage that word might get back to the village that a dragon was loose. Part of me wanted to lure them to me, away from their village.
Maeve mulled over my idea for a minute before nodding. “Just no flying.”
I nodded. “Right, big nasties out there that I need to be careful of. Made me realize just how much potential there is out here.”
“Then let’s not waste any time. We should wrap up the camp and get out there.” Maeve stood suddenly. She was eager to find her mother.
I took her energy and moved to get the tents stuffed into my bracer, along with the rest of the camping gear.
Evelyn came up to me. “About last night.”
“Yes. Sorry for Trina, she’s a little… something right now because of the marking,” I apologized for the broody dragon. “You were trying to talk to me about Maeve?”
Evelyn nodded, looking up at me through those big eyelashes of hers. “My mistress is having a rough time. She needs—”
“My king.” Trina was at my side with a steaming cup of the berry tea.
After I took it, she clung possessively to my side.
“I see.” Evelyn bowed out, and I was finding myself growing slightly frustrated with Trina.
“She was trying to talk to me.” I glared at Trina.
“So? I’m your mate now. Anything she wants to say to you she can say in front of me.” Trina looked up at me innocently.
But I saw right through it. Trina was getting territorial, and I’d give her a pass for a little, but that wouldn’t work in my harem. Poly had said it would be temporary, and I hoped she was right.
I turned, checking on if the others were ready. They were mostly finishing up packing.
“Well, time to get moving.” I slugged back the tea and stuffed the cup in my bracer before slipping out of my clothes and stepping away from the camp. I shifted more slowly, making sure that I didn’t take down much around me. My bones crackled and popped as I grew to my full dragon length.
“Hop on. Maeve, keep the compass active as much as you can. I’d rather not get lost.” I swung my tail around for them to use to get up onto my back.
“Just try to keep the ride as smooth as you can,” Helena grumped, sitting on my back.
Craning my head around to get a good look at her, I deadpanned as best as I could with my dragon face. “I’m a giant dragon, not a bus.”
“Could have fooled me.” She rolled her eyes.
After huffing smoke in my passenger’s face, I turned back around and headed out through the jungle, crashing through the trees. If what Maeve said was right, then the larger I was, the less likely I was to get suddenly teleported through an arch before I broke it.
I smiled as I crashed through the bushes, using my horns when necessary to plow down trees as I moved. I wasn’t worried about making noise. Part of me wanted word to spread.
***We’d been traveling for most of the morning, and so far, my body had made its way through two arches before they broke.
With each new location, I’d found a few new, tasty snacks in the form of giant predators. They’d tasted amazing; they were fantastic food for dragons. The beasts here were rich with mana.
I was bursting through the jungle when the ground suddenly disappeared below me. I found myself rushing off a cliff. My instincts kicked in and my wings flared out to the side, catching the wind and taking flight.
“Get back into the jungle!” Maeve yelled.
I stopped flapping and let myself glide down. Going with pure gravity would not be a good call for all the passengers on my back. Just before we hit the treetops, I pulled my wings in and dove through the branches.
“Hold on,” I roared, putting my claws out and catching on trees, ripping them and slowing myself as I broke my way through the jungle.
Everything was a blur of leaves and snapping trees before I came to a stop, hoping my passengers had made it through okay.
My body ached, and my side bled. “The Dragon King express is out of commission for the moment. Please step off,” I groaned out.
I didn’t wait for them, letting myself shift down to a human, even as my body protested every reconfiguring of my bones. Even back in human form, I had scrapes and bruises. But it did look less severe.
The beast whined inside of me, the bundle of instincts in pain.
“My king.” Trina was on me in a second, her hands glowing as she worked to heal me.
“Thanks.” I smiled up at the doctor and healer.
“I can stop the blood loss, but we should get you some meat and let you heal naturally,” Trina insisted before sharply looking over at Polydora. “We should hunt for him.”
“We can’t get separated,” I reminded them.
Evelyn stepped up next to me and grabbed an arm. She lifted me and put me on her shoulder.
I was surprised; the nymph was stronger than I’d realized. “I got him. You guys lead and get a feast for your king. We’ll keep up.”
Trina grabbed Polydora and pulled the other dragon urgently forward into the woods.
Maeve wasn’t far behind; it was Evelyn that hung back a little with me.
“My mistress will work hard to make sure you are well again. But please do me a favor and do not bother her heart. If anything, it would be easier for you to break it.” She glanced over at me. The nymph was keeping her voice low so that it wouldn’t carry to the others.
“Is this what you’ve been trying to tell me?” My gut told me this was different. Both of the last two times she had been beating around the bush rather than being direct.
“Yes, it is. You need to break her heart so that she can do what she must. That spell doesn’t mean that her mother is still alive; she clings to that hope because of you. A true winter fae would have taken her mother’s throne the second she left. Maeve has become too soft, and I believe it is your influence. It will be her undoing if she isn’t careful. Others will see her as weak. She must be able to lead,” Evelyn warned me.
I frowned at the little nymph, a low growl growing in me. “Is that so?”
“Break her heart and let her go,” Evelyn confirmed, staring me in the eyes. “She’s already wasted too much time on you; you cannot be what she needs.”
I choked on any retort I had. Evelyn was out for blood.
But her points held some merit. There was certainly something between Maeve and me, but I certainly hadn’t ignored my obligations as a leader. I wouldn’t ask her to ignore hers, either. I respected her too much to ask her to give up her path. Of course, there was the fact that it could change the entire balance of faerie if she ran away with me.
Not wanting to commit, I simply acknowledged Evelyn’s statement. She’d given me a lot to think about, and this decision felt heavier than most.
“Helena, he’s getting heavy. Can you help me?” Evelyn tried to escape.
“Fine.” The nephilim fell back and grabbed my other side, allowing the nymph to run off ahead.
“I appreciate it, but I need—”
Helena interrupted me. “You need to calm down. She wasn’t that quiet, and I might have been eavesdropping.”
My glare did nothing to bother Helena. “Rude.”
“Maybe you should stop trying to love everyone. You have two dragons here that’ll suck you off all night long if you ask. Why do you need more? You are just going to get heartbroken if you keep pursuing new women. You’ll suffer more pain from trying to love.” Helena didn’t sugarcoat her cynical view on love.
“Well, aren’t you just a little ray of sunshine?” I scoffed.
“Love only hurts you in the end. Look at you right now. You look like Evelyn telling you that you need to break up with the Fall Lady hurts more than your crash through the woods,” Helena pointed out.
“I’m not sure you’re the best therapist around love and relationships,” I responded, wanting to reject her words.
The nephilim scoffed before walking in silence, my mind now thinking about Helena’s words.
She definitely had a cynical view of love, which was understandable when her mother was the archangel of love and had weaponized it against her. But that meant that she was also well versed in heartbreak.
While she hadn’t done it in the softest way, something told me that part of her speech was her trying to keep me from experiencing it.
“Maeve and I had something,” I stated quietly.
“So? It sounds like she needs to move on to a path in her life that will be more successful if you are not in it,” Helena countered.
“I could see her a few months a year.”
“During her weakest time? Or would you, the king of dragons, join her on the fae battle lines? You represent your people. That means you would bring all of them into the fae conflict by doing so, and you’d likely offset the balance of power by adding your force. I’m sure she’s thought through all of this, and it’s why she’s pulling away,” Helena stated it simply, and I didn’t know what to say.
I didn’t like her logic because it was mostly correct. And I hadn’t thought about it that way before.
“Well, we could also find her mother and restore her to the throne. That would solve all of this.” My focus on finding her mother grew firmer.
Helena hummed in acknowledgement of my point. “Yes, and that will buy some time. But this is inevitable. It could be months, or years, but you’re just delaying what will happen.”
“Or decades,” I argued weakly, but I knew I wasn’t very convincing.
“You may as well acknowledge the problem now. Harden your hearts now, and move forward. That way, you will protect yourselves and your heart. From what I’ve observed, she may already be doing that. Evelyn is like her right hand; don’t be so sure that Maeve didn’t order her to have that conversation.” Helena filled me with more doubt.
“You're a shit conversation partner,” I replied dryly, but part of me also acknowledged that it was one of our deeper conversations. And I’d gotten a deeper glimpse into what she was thinking.
“I’m realistic,” she countered back, giving me a small smile. “You have to be realistic when you’re near immortal and hated by almost everybody. Now, can you walk on your own yet? You’re a heavy, mopey dragon.”
Grunting, I put my weight down on the next few steps and felt better. “Yeah. I’m good.”
I took a few wobbly steps while Helena kept me upright, pausing when a roar sounded up ahead. I braced, ready to charge forward and help them, but the noises were of a happy hunt. Two dragons had found their prey.
“Great. I’m going to go kill something.” Helena stopped supporting me and fanned out her wings, flying forward to go help the two dragons fight.




Chapter 11


Polydora took a swipe at the giant serpent as her body rapidly expanded. Thankfully, she’d had Zach stuff his bracer with plenty of her clothes, so she didn’t worry about the garments tearing off her body. 
The serpent struck, and she sidestepped the attack, using her tail to whip it in the face.
Even if it was giant, it was still a snake. Polydora had played with bright colored snakes since she was a child before she had learned that they could harm and kill humans. 
All they had left her with was a painfully stinging scratch, so it had become a game for her to avoid their bites when she found one. The bright and venomous ones had always been the easiest to find.
She batted the giant snake’s head to the side to prevent it from winding up again to strike.
Giving it the opportunity, it bit her arm. She smiled, lifting her arm up with just the leverage she had been looking for. She bit the snake back, tearing a huge chunk from it with her far more dangerous maw.
And Trina wasn’t far behind. As soon as it had taken the bait and bit, Trina was on its back, biting and scratching like a rabid dog.
Polydora hoped that her copper counterpart would calm down in the coming days. She too wanted their king’s whelps, but they had time. Rushing and pushing him was going to have dire consequences for the rest of the honor guard.
She might have to talk to Trina after this and see if she could help the dragon relax a little. She was marked and left with the itch to mate for almost a day, which Polydora couldn’t imagine. But she needed to relax now that she was mated.
Ice hit the serpent, freezing half of its neck.
Polydora wrenched the serpent’s head to the side, shattering the ice and ripping the head free.
The nephilim arrived at the same instant, stabbing her spear into its head.
The hit was more gratuitous than necessary. But the winged woman always seemed angry to Polydora. Honestly, the entire party seemed to have some sort of emotional issue at the moment. Maeve was no more stable as she ignored her duties and twisted herself around her feelings for Zach.
“Wait, who’s watching our—” Polydora turned to see Zach leaning against a tree with no one guarding him. Her injured mate was alone. And he was in danger.
Above him, another smaller serpent was uncoiling around a branch.
Polydora cursed everybody else as fools.
Rather than shout or waste any more time than was necessary. Polydora breathed lightning at the serpent, catching it with her breath. It made the serpent lose control of its muscles, falling to the jungle floor behind her mate.
He acted quickly, shifting into his hybrid form to take on the smaller serpent.
Polydora smiled. Her mate had the instincts of a fighter. Morgana had drilled him well. More noises in the jungle caught her attention, and with her mate able to handle himself, she shifted her attention to the new noise.
“More are incoming,” she observed, her voice rattling the nearby leaves.
“We must have been seen falling from the cliff. Either that or they smell his blood.” Maeve turned in a slow circle to survey the scene. “His blood would cause quite the stir if they could smell it from that far.”
Polydora listened, but she didn’t respond to the fae. She had learned long ago not to trust the fae, but her king was currently supporting the woman, so Polydora would try to help him keep her alive and find her mother.
She trusted the king’s instincts even if they went against her own. And the journey had yielded an incredible surprise. There was a chance she might even know some dragons in the village from her younger days.
“Trina, stop eating and defend our king. He’s in need of us.” Poly couldn’t help but scowl at the broody dragon, who was taking the time to munch on their latest kill.
“You know how it is,” Trina grumbled around the meat as she swallowed.
“Do you see me imposing on our king? Or leaving him on his own in this dangerous place?” Poly pushed her.
Trina’s head snapped to their mate, her eyes growing wide with anger. “Why was he left alone and injured?” she growled, looking around for somebody to blame.
“Defend him then.” Poly nearly rolled her eyes. But at least Trina had taken her head out of the kill.
Despite everything happening, Poly’s mission was simple. Keep Zach alive. Nothing else mattered. And anybody who stood in her way would die.
***Poly’s lighting attack had paralyzed the serpent in front of me, making it an easy kill and an even easier meal.
“More are incoming,” Polydora shouted, and the girls talked, but I was more concerned with stuffing my face and feeling mana flood in my body as it repaired itself.
I checked above me again, now keenly aware that I hadn’t been paying attention. At the moment, there was nothing around us, but I knew Polydora was right. I could hear the thuds of beasts in the distance.
I needed to keep working to regain my strength quickly. The crash landing had really done a number on my body, but it sounded like there were plenty of fresh kills coming to help me feast.
The beast growled in my chest. It was in full agreement.
All the beasts I’d eaten so far were delicious. I’d had no idea that the Fae Wilds had such mana-potent meat. I was surprised it hadn’t been mentioned before. Then again, maybe that was on purpose. Going into the Wilds seemed taboo to the fae.
The area was practically heaven for a dragon if they wanted to grow, though it came with its own dangers. Monsters and the ability to lose yourself definitely seemed like potential downsides. If the dragon village really was unknown to the fae for so long, it proved that there was a good chance you’d enter and never come back out.
Listening to the other beasts approaching and feeling better, I let myself shift to my full dragon form to finish off the serpent. As I finished my bite, I looked up to Trina, bounding over to me. 
She stood in front of me protectively. “I’m sorry, my king. We left you alone.”
“I’m a big dragon. I can handle myself.” My words came out harsher than I’d intended, and Trina recoiled.
I would have apologized, but I needed to focus. A pack of wolves came into view, prowling from the direction of the cliff. They picked their way methodically around the trees, trying not to damage them. But each wolf was nearly the size of a double decker bus.
I watched them move, noting that they were stealthy. Whatever was making the thuds was further off.
“Group up,” Polydora commanded, stepping near me and hip checking Trina to the other side. “Dragons on the outside.”
“I can handle myself.” Helena landed on my back with her spear at the ready.
“Ever seen a wolf snap a small bird out of the air?” Polydora asked her.
Helena frowned but remained silent.
“Besides, the giant snakes still fought like snakes. So will the giant wolves. We will need help keeping them off our backs,” Polydora said.
The wolves began to fan out around our group, growling and pawing at the ground as the betas started to get eager for a fight. A larger, darker wolf with a scar over one of its eyes stepped out amid the pack and growled.
Almost as one, the rest of the wolves bared their teeth and began growling.
“Don’t break formation,” Polydora warned. “Stick together. Non-dragons, focus on killing anything that gets between us.”
My scales rippled to bronze and blue. Not waiting for the wolves to kick off the fight, I breathed a torrent of lightning at the wolves. They dispersed in a puff of fog, vanishing before me. The fog wrapped over us.
“Huh?” I paused, trying to figure out what was happening.
I heard similar gasps around me, although I couldn’t see anybody else. A heavy weight landed on my back, and powerful jaws latched onto my scales, putting enough pressure to shatter them.
Helena screamed, and her spear flashed amid the fog, stabbing into the wolf.
There were more shouts and screams as the wolves attacked the others. But they weren’t the only ones attacking. I could hear yelps and whimpers around as our attacks found flesh.
I continued looking for targets as the leader came out of the fog, its fangs dripping with saliva as it came at me. I slashed with my claws, leaning my neck back and away from its powerful jaws.
It dodged under my claws, coming up and heading straight for my jugular.
Rather than let it get a good grip, I dropped to my belly and curled my head in, catching its teeth on my horns and headbutting it with my full body weight.
It yowled and stumbled back as I gathered my feet back under me.
My head came back up crackling with lightning as I sprayed the area in front of me to buy time. Polydora had two on top of her and needed my help. I swung my open mouth to her, letting my lightning breath wash over her head and protect her from the wolves.
Trina was the best off. Her purple fog lingered in front of her like a cloudy shield while she angrily pawed something into the soil in front of her.
Somehow, the wolves had become fog, but they were apparently terrified of her death breath. Smiling, I decided to embrace her tactic. My scales rippled to black and copper before I blanketed the area in front of me with the same dangerous breath.
“Watch it!” Helena landed on my head amid my horns. “That breath is dangerous.”
“So are these wolves,” I replied.
All around me, there was a thick blanket of fog that prevented me from seeing much more than the tip of my snout.
It had grown quiet; even Polydora had her wolves step back.
“Did they leave?” I asked, scratching at the ground with impatience.
“No,” snapped Poly. “Do not break formation. Can you chill the air and freeze this fog?”
“I got it.” Maeve raised her hands, and a cold wind froze the fog into crystalline shards of ice.
Just outside of our range of vision, the wolves had been prowling in a full circle around us, watching and waiting for an opportunity.
“They fight like wolves,” Polydora reminded us all.
This time, I knew what I was looking for. Rolling off of their gray fur were little wisps of fog that fell to the ground.
My scales shifted again to white and silver. If the wolves could turn into fog, then I had one breath I thought would be most effective. My frost breath came out in a white spray.
Even as a wolf puffed into fog, my frost breath ripped through it and it condensed back into a wolf. But as it reappeared and tried to move, its back haunches stayed put, frozen over.
Helena’s spear launched from over my head in a brief twinkle before the wolf’s frozen half shattered. It whined as it fell to the jungle floor. Fog enveloped it, removing it from my vision, but from the sound of it, the wolf was dying.
The spear shot back to the woman holding onto my horns. “Do it again.”
“I am not some minion of yours,” I growled back.
She leaned over my horns. “Do it again, you stubborn mule. Better?”
I huffed and tossed my head, feeling some satisfaction when she stumbled. “Careful, it might get a little nippy up there.” 
My frost breath shot out into the wolves as I raked the concentrated blast of freezing fog across the area. Even as I did it, the wolves were surrounding us with more fog once again.
“Maeve, clear it again please,” I roared as Helena’s spear shot out again, followed by a glass-like shattering and more cries from the wolves.
We had a working strategy.
A cold wind blew over me and banished the fog, but in the same moment, the lead wolf charged through the fog towards me.
On instinct, my claws came up and swiped across the wolf’s face, catching on his hide and tearing three jagged rips across it before tossing it aside. My freezing breath came next, but the wolf was quick.
It dodged my breath, keeping ahead of the continuous stream until I had to stop to breathe. The wolf charged in again.
Helena’s spear flashed into the wolf as it puffed into a cloud of fog, only to reappear as it latched onto my throat.
The thing had powerful jaws. My scales cracked, and I could feel my warm blood trickle down my neck. It thrashed side to side, trying to deepen the bite.
Growling, I was getting angry.
My claw came around and sank into its back, tearing out huge chunks of its flesh. It clamped down harder on my neck, and I knew if I threw it off of me that it would likely end up taking a good chunk of my neck with it.
So, I did what any good dragon would do. I held it out from my neck and craned my neck down, slamming my jaws around its back half, and cutting it in two before tossing its back end up into the air and swallowing.
Three more wolves materialized out of the fog, going for my throat.
“My king!” Trina shouted and blew death breath over me.
My scales rippled instantly to black and copper as it touched me, but I was more concerned about Helena. I lifted my head clear of the fog even as the nephilim clung to my horns with the sudden move.
“Holy shit! Watch where you point that fucking instant death, lizard brain.”
“His life is my concern—yours is not.” Trina snapped at another wolf who tried to take advantage of her distraction.
“She is my mate too,” I growled, feeling possessive of the nephilim.
“Don’t you dare start that again,” Helena rebuked me, smacking my horn.
I let out a low growl from me to warn her. “Do not hit me while we are fighting, unless you’ve forgotten our situation.” I hadn’t. The blood trickling down my chest as the wolf finally let go of my throat made it hard to forget we were in a battle.
But the wound was slowing, and my dragon regeneration was still flowing strongly in me as I digested some of the monster meat that I’d eaten.
I snapped up the second half of the leader wolf, or at least the part that remained after Trina’s death breath. I looked around.
The wolves were thinning out, and Helena and I managed to work together. I’d use my frost breath to catch the wolves, and she’d use her spear to shatter the ice.
Soon the field was littered with dying wolves.
“Stupid wolves,” I grumbled under my breath as the fog started to dissipate with their reducing numbers.
“Maeve, which way should we go?” I asked, wanting to move on from the sight of dozens of corpses. They were sure to attract more attention.
And some of them looked rather tasty. I was still healing, after all. Snatching up a few more of the wolves, I could feel the itch of my body growing and new scales finding their place among my hide as I shed broken scales for new ones.
Maeve didn’t respond immediately, and I turned to find her.
As I searched, a green dragon head popped up above the fog on one side of the clearing.
Doing a double take, I looked closer. The creator didn’t have horns, although it did resemble a dragon. Several more identical heads appeared next to the first, squirming over the first as the fog continued to clear and show that they were all attached to the same body.
“Fuck,” I groaned. “Is that a hydra?”
“Yes,” Maeve replied quickly. “You will have to be the one to fight it. It has acidic blood that can melt just about anything except a green or brass dragon’s scales.”
“Move,” I growled at my mates. “I’ll deal with this.”
“My king,” Trina argued even as she stepped out of the way. “You are injured.”
“Don’t care.” I tossed my head, and sure enough, I saw some white wings flutter into the air in my peripheral vision. Helena had gotten the message.
“I want to kill something,” I growled as I prowled forward.
The nephilim laughed at me for repeating her words, but it didn’t matter.
I was ready to take out some of my current feelings on a target, and the hydra was as good a target as any. It seemed particularly meaty.




Chapter 12


I sized up the hydra as the fog cleared. The thing was a vibrant green that belonged to poisonous frogs, with odd swirls just to make it blend in a little. 
But the concept of the large beast blending in seemed ludicrous. It was easily as large as me if you added in the dozen or so serpent heads extending from its chest.
Really, it wasn’t that different from a dragon shoulders down, but a third of its mass was in all the heads. The many heads in questions were fixated on me as they writhed, constantly changing position.
“So, it’s just going to grow more heads if I rip one off?” I asked over my shoulder to the crew.
“Yes. Just like the stories. But it has a limited total mass, just like shifters. So, you can still kill it if you keep ripping heads off,” Polydora’s voice rose over the hissing of the hydra. “A few made their way into Ancient Greece once.”
“You don’t say,” I chuckled, making a mental note to ask Poly for more stories of her childhood and Ancient Greece when we made camp for the night.
Continuing to stalk forward, I shifted my scales to gold and red before I baked the thing with fire. When the fire ended, a dozen snake heads shot through the flames. Two even latched onto me.
I let out a roar of surprise, and my claws were flashing forward, cutting into the serpents as I tried to bite through another neck. My scales were already shifting green and brass from touching them.
In just seconds, I was overwhelmed by the number of heads. They wrapped around me with mouths full of razor-sharp fangs. And those fangs were crunching through my scales, backed by powerful jaws.
As much as I wanted to complain about no one telling that me they were fireproof, my scales were green and brass again as some of its blood had splattered on me.
When I tore into the hydra, its acidic blood dribbled over me and onto the ground with a loud sizzle.
A big spear of ice took out a head that was trying to pin my neck.
“Get free of it,” Maeve shouted in warning.
Heads were multiplying, and it was like being caught in a net as they flowed over me without concern as I tore them off. Every chance they got, they sank their fangs into me, latching on.
I was getting frustrated. I’d remove one, but there would just be another replacing it, wrapping into me and enveloping me. Thrashing, I whipped my claws back and forth like scythes in a wheat field, sending dozens of heads to the ground as I ripped myself out of its net.
I lost more than a good chunk of my scales in the process of breaking free. “Okay. Someone tell me I’m not seeing things. Did it get bigger?” 
Over fifty percent of its mass had to be heads now. Somehow, the beast had gone from a dozen chunky heads similar in size of my own to hundreds that billowed out around it.
“Hydras are resistant to the elements and fight with swarm tactics, even though it’s a single body. What it doesn’t want is for you to attack its main body,” Polydora coached me. “Tangling with its heads allows it to wear its prey out.”
Feeling big chunks of scales missing, I fully understood how the monster could wear out a big old dragon pretty easily. I shuffled to the side, its heads following my movement and fanning out to keep me from even looking at its body.
It clearly understood its own weakness as it met my eyes.
“So, how do you get at its body?” I asked the dragon that had been holding back on me.
“That’s the trick, isn’t it?” she chuckled. “No idea. Normally, a few greens just ganged up on one and wrestled it to the ground. I’d help, but I like having my jaw, and my lightning will only change your scales.”
I huffed. “Maeve, make some more of those spears.” 
I bobbed closer to the beast, taking a swipe at the heads as they struck like vipers. It was odd to watch just how quickly it healed. Two more heads sprouted from each of the stumps, more serpent heads rapidly forming.
The blood that dripped melted right through stone like steaming water on an ice cube. I was thrilled to have green and brass scales at that moment.
While I was trying to figure out the right tactic, the lower section of its heads grabbed the severed heads and brought them closer to the body. Then it devoured its own flesh.
The scene made me wrinkle my nose. But the move made sense. It must be trying to conserve its own mass as much as it could.
My claw scratched one of the spells into the ground that Sabrina had taught me. She’d finally given in and taught me some of her offensive abilities.
The hydra was resistant to the elements, but physical force through the elements still worked.
I made the spell with my dragon claw, making it a huge symbol that drew mana from the world before firing off a boom that shattered my eardrums.
A cannon of wind blasted up from the ground, knocking me off balance but catching the hydra in the center of its heads. They scattered up as the hydra toppled over from the blast.
I was on it in an instant, my jaws clamping down on the shoulder past the heads as the many serpent heads regained control of themselves and latched onto me like a hundred leeches.
But I didn’t stop. I ignored any of the pain as it sunk its jaws into me as I continued tearing into the hydra. I could feel its heads getting weaker as it tore into my side.
My claws raked across its flank, shredding it further. Then I used my jaws like a giant melon baller, taking out a huge chunk of its flesh. Finishing the bite, I brought my claws in a second time and shredded more, exposing more flesh to bite.
After a time, I didn’t even realize that its many heads had lost their strength and were only weakly clinging on. I only realized how near death it was as I reached the hydra’s heart and tore it out with a vicious roar of victory.
“My king,” Trina approached.
I was in a frenzy, blood pumping from the fight. The beast was currently far more in control than usual. I slammed a clawed hand down on my prized kill possessively as a rumble echoed from my chest.
Trina backed up a smidge.
“He’s pretty proud of himself, and a hydra is a very nutritious meal for a dragon. They use a lot of magic to constantly realign their mass,” Polydora explained as she pulled Trina back and sat down. “Give him a minute.”
I continued into the hydra with a voracious appetite.
My giant dragon maw made quick work of the monster’s flank, and I wrinkled my nose at trying to eat all the heads. Somehow, it reminded me of broccoli.
“Feeling better?” Poly asked.
“Much.” My skin itched as it healed once more.
I was starting to understand the disclaimers I’d been given about the Wilds. On Earth, there was not nearly as much trying to kill me, despite all my current enemies.
But I also had to believe that some scary monsters had built themselves up over time, building beasts like the ones I’d encountered. I shuddered slightly and took a few more bites of the less choice bits of the hydra.
Trina was vibrating next to Poly, looking at me with big, round eyes, begging for forgiveness.
“Everything is fine. I was just a little in the moment after the kill.” I pushed off the half-eaten hydra, unwilling to dig through the rest. “Now we need to keep moving, and I need to bathe here at some point.”
Maeve raised the compass and came up to my tail, pressing it to me, only for it to point back over the cliffs and quite close to red. We were close.
I groaned. “Of course, we fell off the cliffs the wrong way. Think we can circle around or do we need to climb those?”
It had been a long fall.
“Considering what trouble that fall brought, I’m not sure I want to openly climb those. Let’s see if we can’t get around them,” Evelyn suggested.
It was sound reasoning.
“Hop on,” I replied, and they all looked at me funny.
“Not until you wash off all that hydra blood,” Maeve pointed out.
I looked down, noting my current state. But then I noticed the corpse next to me. It had already sunk halfway into the ground, its blood dissolving the surrounding soil and making the dirt and leaves bubble nefariously. It made sense that the women wouldn’t want to touch that.
“Is it okay to leave that?” I asked as I stared at the bubbling ground.
Maeve shrugged. “Not our problem. The Wilds will take care of it somehow. I’m sure something has to handle their bodies, or maybe it’ll run out of blood, eventually.”
I shrugged. “Onwards then.” 
I jogged ahead, keeping my green and brass coloring so I wouldn’t have to deal with the hydra blood currently coating me and making my nose wrinkle.
***I came up from under the river, back in my human form. The hydra blood had been diluted by the stream and didn’t seem to be harming anything, but wanting to be extra safe, I grabbed a smooth stone and started rubbing myself with the coarse stone to make sure I got it all off.
The last thing I needed was Trina licking me or something and getting a nice sizzly surprise.
I shuddered at the idea.
As I scrubbed at my skin, a beautiful and unfamiliar woman surfaced from the water, her face slowly rising up and out of it as she blinked large eyelashes at me. I should have been on edge, but I wasn’t. 
“Well, hello.” Her words oozed sexuality.
Instantly, I could feel a less than subtle glamor slam into me.
She wasn’t just pretty—she was insanely beautiful. It was like she’d been carefully created to be the likeness of a goddess. Water streamed off her body when she stepped closer and rose further out of the water.
The nymph smiled, her pink lips parting just for me, and I couldn’t help but wonder what they’d feel like wrapped around my cock.
“And who are you?” she asked, her dark purple hair plastered to her head until it touched the water where it waved about. 
She rose up just far enough that I could see the top curves of her breasts, but then she stopped, her eyes teasing me. I wanted her to come closer, to see her and maybe feel her. 
“Zach Pendragon,” I answered, feeling incredibly relaxed as I spoke to her.
“Pendragon.” She smiled at the name. “I’ve heard the trees whisper that name.” 
She inched closer, and I felt my body standing on edge, desperately wanting her to get even closer. As she moved, the water rippled, and I caught just the barest edge of her pink nipples.
I ached to feel her curves. “Oh, really. And what do they say?” I wanted to keep her talking, hear her wonderful voice.
“That you are a king,” she replied. 
I stared at her lips as she spoke, wanting to take her plump lower lip into my mouth. Her words had barely registered as I stood immobilized by her beauty. “Yeah. That’s me.”
She giggled. “King Zach Pendragon.” She batted her eyelashes, looking me up and down. “Would you like to come swim with me?”
She licked her pink lips, and I couldn’t stop the images going through my mind of what it would be like to press mine against hers.
Taking the suggestion, I waded through the water to get closer to her. “I think I would.”
Her smile at my response was so brilliant that I couldn’t help but join her in smiling and quickening my step.
She slid into my arms like they were meant for her and her alone. “Oh, you are so manly. King Zach Pendragon. I don’t know if a woman as fragile as me can take you alone. But I have sisters. If you follow me down the stream, you can meet all of them.” 
She stroked my arm, and I could picture that hand running along another part of me. I desperately wanted to do whatever would please her and bring us closer together.
“But all I want is you.” It was so cheesy, and I cringed, hoping she’d still want me.
But her laugh came out, a twinkling bell. It nearly melted my mind as it rang in my ear.
“Get lost, harlot.” Lightning hit the water, and the nymph shrieked. She dove away, rocketing through the river like a torpedo.
I spun, angry and ready to tear apart whoever had scared away my eternal love.
But as I saw a naked Polydora with a hand on her hip, something registered deep within my brain. She stood with her hip cocked to the side and an eyebrow raised, like I was missing something.
I blinked in confusion a few times.
“That glamor wearing off?” Poly asked, clearly amused.
“I think so.” I rubbed at my forehead. “Sorry.”
She waded out into the river. “Okay, so now you can’t bathe alone either.” She looked at the rock in my hand.
“Going to try to take me on with just a rock?” she started laughing.
“Huh? No, this was for me trying to get all the hydra blood off.” I held it out of the water.
“Want me to scrub your back with it?” she asked.
“Yes, please.” I felt a little awkward at how casual she was being after I had nearly swum away with the nymph. “Not going to say anything about that?”
“About what? You are the king of dragons. You do as you wish. My only goal is to keep you alive. That nymph was unlikely to harm you. They’d probably just keep you glamored and pumping her and her sisters full of your seed for… well… for a very long time.” Polydora took the stone and scrubbed at my back.
I dipped my head. “Thanks. I seem to be a little susceptible to glamors.”
“Everyone is. Who doesn’t want a pool of lovely, horny nymphs pleasing them around the clock?” She splashed more water on my back. “You actually have some dried blood back here.”
“Thanks, Poly.” I relaxed into her touch as she helped clean me.
Her words did help, but I couldn’t help but feel a little guilty. I had a whole harem of women, yet a nymph and her glamor had me hook-line-and-sinker in an instant.
“It’s also kind of like vamp venom. You grow a little more resistant to it if you have it used on you. So, even if you got caught, you’d probably snap out of it in a few months. The problem is that most people then can’t find their way out of the Wilds once they’re pulled in deep.”
I shuddered. A month under their glamor would mean I would have missed the wedding. I wasn’t sure if I’d survive, even if I made it back at that point. “Do me a favor and help me not get lost in one of these pools, then.”
“That I can do, my king. Anything else you need?” She stepped back and handed me the stone before pulling her hair to the side and showing me her back.
It didn’t have hydra blood, but it had streaks of dirt and grime from her own battles. I stayed quiet as I started rubbing her back. I wasn’t sure if I should burden her with my issues.
“My king, if I might say, you’ve defeated me in combat and marked me. I am your honor guard, your mate, and most loyal servant,” she replied.
“You’re not my servant,” I interjected.
“You cannot change how I was raised. It was a different time. We were beautiful women training to bear arms for powerful dragons.” She chuckled. “But thank you. I am my own independent person, but you are my king and my mate. When I am not roosting on an egg, I will be by your side.”
“Why just women?” I asked.
“Limited space. Female dragons aren’t nearly as territorial, unless of course we have whelps; in that case, we might be worse than the men. So we trained to become elite troops for Greece or for the dragons that played at being gods.” She looked over her shoulder with an odd grin. “Most of us were training for Ares. She was a big red, took no shit.”
“Literally playing gods.” I sighed and shook my head.
“Something like that. Listen, if these dragons out here are from Ares’ group, they are going to be tough bitches, trained to fight since they were whelps.”
I nodded. “Understood. I still want to meet them.”
“Just stay safe, my king. That is my only ask.”
She paused, and we settled into a comfortable silence as I scrubbed her back clean with the stone. We’d grown a little closer even just with the short journey.
“Want me to work on your hair?” I pulled a comb out of my bracer. It was stuffed with all manner of things as I’d traveled with Jadelyn and the sisters on multiple occasions, functioning like a giant suitcase.
“Yes, please.” She dunked herself under water for a moment before coming back up and pulling her straight, dark hair back. “By the way, I talked to Trina.”
“Talked to her?” I asked.
Poly grunted as I tore out a chunk of hair that was too matted with grime to comb out. “Yes. She was having trouble, and she needed to keep herself in check. We are venturing through wild territory, and it will continue to try to kill us. She’s losing focus. Today showed that. She needs to behave or else she’ll distract herself, or worse, she’ll distract you. Out here, that could lead to a serious injury.” Poly leaned back against me. “You are our mate, but we still have our job as your honor guard.”
I scooted us over to a rock and sat down with her on my lap as I combed out her hair. “Thanks for talking to her.”
I stroked her hair a few more times before I finally decided to tell her what was on my mind. “I can’t decide what to do with Maeve. We’ve always had a connection, but she also will one day be queen. Evelyn thinks that this lingering thing between us isn’t healthy for Maeve, and Helena agreed it would only lead to heartbreak. But it feels odd to ignore it and push her away.”
“So don’t,” Polydora responded.
“But she has to potentially take up the mantle of the Winter Queen, and that would mean staying in faerie most of the year.”
Polydora scoffed and looked at me over her shoulder. “You are the Dragon King, son of two dragons, honored as gods that came into the Fae Wilds and destroyed their queen. If the world says you can’t do something, then you can always just bend the world to work for you.”
I couldn’t help it; I laughed. “I don’t think I have that kind of power.”
“Yet. I see you trying to grow, even here. You are a young dragon. By the time you are my age, you will wander the Wilds like a farmer wading through weeds, looking for a plump hen to slaughter for your meal that night.” She finished her statement, and I could tell she believed every word she said. It was said with complete finality.
“I hope so.” I finished combing out her hair, but her words had affected me.
I still wasn’t sure I had the power she described, but it was tempting as hell to throw caution to the wind and go after what I wanted.
“Now, my king. What was it about the nymph that tempted you?” She turned around in my lap, her breasts resting on my knees as she sank into the water.
Polydora took my hand and kissed it while she stared up at me. “Tell me, do you like my lips?” She brushed them against my finger as she kissed the tip.
I found myself growing rapidly to attention. “I do love your lips, particularly when they are on mine.”
“Oh?” She sounded both surprised and curious. “Then let’s explore that.” 
She rose from the water, possibly even more seductive than the nymph. Water ran in rivulets around her perky breasts as she sat in my lap and leaned forward. “Then play with my lips however you’d like, my king.”




Chapter 13


We ended up camping close to the river that night, waking up early so that we could push ahead. 
Maeve pressed the device to my shoulder as I paused to sit on a fallen tree. Even with my dragon strength, picking through the jungle was exhausting mentally.
“It’s bright red,” I replied excitedly. The silver device pointed off to the right.
“We are so close.” Maeve wiped at her brow. 
Her silver hair was askew, and she’d lost several layers of cloth. She was down to a white shirt that was no longer crisp, and a blue skirt that she had torn up the side so that she could take longer strides.
But even in her mussed state, she was stunning.
“Very close. Maybe we can finish this soon.” I stood up and offered her my hand as she put the device in her satchel again.
She took it with a grin. “Yes. Maybe we can.”
I lifted her up, grabbing her hips with my other hand to steady her before I placed her down on the ground. I leaned forward, staring into her silver eyes intently. They were nearly reflective. “Then we can talk about other things.”
“Other things,” she repeated with a smile.
Evelyn was nearby, but rather than fight me on my actions, she just leaned against a tree and smiled when I looked her way.
I frowned, unsure what to make of the nymph’s actions.
“Something wrong with Evelyn?” Maeve asked in a low tone. She’d followed my line of sight.
“No, nothing is quite wrong. Just I don’t understand what exactly she does for you.” I knew she was Maeve’s assistant.
We trudged through the forest, trailing behind a few of the others. Trina was up front, using a machete to hack through the underbrush in her hybrid form. Poly had encouraged her to get some of her energy out that way, and so far, it seemed to be working to keep my broody mate focused on a task.
“Everything really. She is a nymph,” Maeve replied as if that answered everything before she realized with a smirk that it didn’t. “Back during a normal life, she’s my buffer between the fae court and myself. People have to go through her for meetings. She also dotes on me, making sure a large number of minor tasks are taken care of. And then she fights away suitors. She’s sworn to me entirely. Nymphs have different priorities than us, you just need to know what bargains to strike.”
I frowned when she mentioned fighting away suitors, wondering if that was what she had been doing with me.
“She has been quite forward,” I tried to ease into another conversation.
Maeve covered her mouth and chuckled. “It isn’t uncommon for fae nobility to use their nymphs to… entertain males while they are busy. She would expect some freedom to pursue you physically… should something happen between the two of us. Part of my bargain with her.”
I smiled, glad that Maeve was even discussing something between us. She’d been so distant, but now that her mother was near, she seemed more relaxed.
“It seems you don’t mind?” She was eyeing the smile on my face.
“Oh.” My smile dropped, realizing she got the wrong idea. “No, err, I’m not sure. I was smiling because I was happy to see you laugh. You’ve been through a lot with your mother’s disappearance.”
Maeve shook her head. “You should not be so forthright with the fae. Most would take advantage of you.”
“Not the one who’s thrice my friend though,” I replied without an ounce of hesitance.
“No. I am finding it refreshing that we do not have to trade barbs and half-truths. Though, if you were to spend any time in the winter court in the future, you must be more careful.” A small smile fought to find its way on her lips.
My heart soared.
She was thinking about how much time I’d spend in the winter court in the future. It seemed a future where we were together was back on the table. This was a different Maeve than I’d expected to find, and it made me happy.
A branch swung back towards us, and I shifted my hand to claws, tearing through it before it hit the two of us in the face.
I shot a glare at Helena’s back.
“So. The Winter Court. You haven’t talked much about it. Obviously, the rumors of it are pretty bad. Lots of evil, backstabbing, and rather dark moods.” I wasn’t sure how to tee up the topic without offending her.
Maeve wrinkled her nose. “Yes and no. I wouldn’t say it is any worse than the royal courts of humans. We are simply much older and more practiced. Plus, we have magic, which makes things a little more extreme.”
I nodded. The few stories I could recall of European monarchy weren’t exactly pretty. Between new monarchs killing their families, or old men getting paranoid and putting people's heads on pikes as warnings, it could be gruesome.
I wasn’t sure that made me feel better about the Winter Court.
“You seem pretty set to take over for your mother. At least, there seems to be some stability there,” I offered.
She nodded. “Based on many years of my mother’s labor. This isn’t the first time she’s gone into the Wilds. When I was young, she brought me a few trinkets from here to help protect me amid the court. I once had two of her most loyal knights guarding me day and night.”
That surprised me. “She doesn’t sound like a bad mother.”
“Not at all. When I was young, I was her darling. She nurtured me into a powerful mage and a strong woman. It is only more recently as her power has declined, and even recently with the sharper decline, that she’s become wary.”
Maeve’s eyes grew somber. “It would not be abnormal at all in the court for me to use this weakness to backstab her. Though, in a weird way, she’d almost be proud of that. The worst outcome for her is that in her weakness we both die,” Maeve mused aloud as we walked.
I nodded, following the logic. But the thought now stood out to me. What would happen if they both died? “Could someone in the court kill both of you?”
“There are several of the older fae within the court that hide their strength deep. I do not think they could have killed my mother before the bloodlord, but at her strength after the battle, there was reason for concern. Half the reason she entered the Wilds was to protect herself, and me through extension.” Maeve started to unravel the twisting plots of the fae court.
I understood what she meant. If her mother was at large, then there was always the chance that anyone who made a move against Maeve would reap a very brutal reward upon the queen’s return.
But Maeve had said that people were growing concerned for her return.
“Did you also enter the Wilds to protect yourself?” I realized the trip we were on could have multiple reasons.
She sighed. “Yes. Her absence was wearing away the protection of her power. I was forced to send some of the stronger fae to lead forces at the front of the battle line to remove them from court. While it is a temporary measure, it comes with a risk that out of my sight, they may plot freely.”
I nodded along. “Then how can I help?”
She scowled at me. “I will not ask for your help in this regard. As my friend, to use you in these machinations would be drawing you into fae politics. I do not wish to use you like that.”
A low growl of approval rumbled in my chest.
Maeve eyed me, a smile in her eyes that turned into a full giggle. “You are like a giant kitten sometimes,” she teased me, and it eased a tension in my heart.
I shrugged. “It’s the dragon part of me. Very growly. Still, you’ve seen me with my mates. I am quite possessive of them,” I veered back to the conversation we’d been having, deciding to ignore the kitten comment.
“Yes, I’ve seen you with your mates plenty.”
Smiling, I stared at her. “Yes. And you’ve seen the way I protect them. Imagine if Jadelyn had political pressure. I would stand behind her, offering her my full protection and support. I might not threaten anyone directly, but my presence would be without question. If anybody ever grievously harms my mates, they will suffer. I would not hesitate to rip them limb from limb.”
“Dragons,” Maeve scoffed.
“We are what we are. I am done denying that I am a giant, greedy lizard who wants dozens of beautiful mates to keep in my hoard filled to the brim with gold. I lived much of my life trying to suppress my urges, and now I’m going to pursue them.” My hand slipped around Maeve’s waist and pulled her closer to me.
She looked up at me as our hips touched. “Some would say you are being a fool, or that I’ve tricked you.”
“If you’d like to trick me like some nymph, I wouldn’t entirely mind.” I winked.
Maeve’s eyes went wide for a second before she burst into laughter.
“Are you two having fun?” Helena grumbled ahead of us. “You’d think we were taking a stroll in the park with how casual you two are being.”
“Wait, this isn’t your flower garden?” I turned to Maeve, my best shocked expression on my face.
Helena let out a groan of pure exasperation while Maeve laughed again. It was a lovely laugh. I hadn’t realized just how much I’d missed her laugh.
Trina paused and stepped back with her machete over her shoulder. “We have a problem.”
I became serious in an instant. “What is it?” I stepped up to where she’d stopped.
The jungle ended, and about ten feet later, there was a huge crack in the land. It was pitch black and about three yards wide.
Helena could fly it, and us dragons could probably make it across, but the two fae would need help getting across. I was a little wary of taking to the air though. As we’d been walking around, far less danger had found us.
“Let’s knock down a tree and make a bridge,” I stated, looking at the trees around us.
Curious, I walked out of the jungle and up to the crack, trying to peer down. It seemed to go on for as far as I could see. There was also nothing lingering at the edge of the jungle besides small critters.
And I was actually soothed a bit by the birds and other creatures. Silence usually indicated larger predators were around. Rather than wait for Trina to get to work, my hands became claws and I walked up to a suitably large tree. 
I tore into the bark and made pulp from its trunk until it started to lean heavily. As it started to lean, I grabbed the trunk and froze the base. It stopped bending, the pressure from the top snapping it where I’d frozen it.
Angling the tree, I let it fall over the chasm and let go. The tree fell to the ground with a boom that reverberated down the break in the jungle.
“Subtle,” Poly chuckled. “Let’s get across people before anything comes to investigate.”
Helena jumped into the air, flapping her wings and gliding just over the gap. “I’ll guard this side.”
“Hey, she’s being useful!” Trina joked, earning a glare from the nephilim.
Poly nodded to the other dragon, who jumped on the fallen tree and danced over the log to the other side. “Okay. Now for the fae.”
Evelyn got on the log and, after a few steps, wobbled and landed on her hands and knees. The nymph let out a heavy sigh and rather ungracefully crawled to the other side.
True to her nature, she managed to do it in a way that kept her ass swaying rhythmically from side to side. The sheer material she was wearing parted, showing her underwear. I was mostly surprised the nymph wore underwear.
Once she got to the other side, Trina helped her off.
“Go ahead, Maeve. Poly and I will bring up the rear.” I cast a glance back into the forest where we’d come from. So far, I wasn’t sensing any new beasts.
But it only took another moment before I noted that the birds and critters had gone silent.
I watched as Maeve made her way across on all fours, trying to listen out further. It could be that they’d gone quiet at our presence and the large boom of the trees, but my instincts had me on edge.
I couldn’t sense anything behind us, so I focused forward at around the same moment that a bristly appendage brushed against the edge of the chasm, gripping the edge.
My thighs ripped out of my jeans as they shifted. I sank low, tension building up before I launched myself over the chasm, right for Maeve.
The fallen tree shot up into the air as I realized what was coming out of the chasm. A fuzzy and absolutely giant spider was emerging.
Even then, the opening was too tight, and it had to flatten itself as its mandibles grabbed the tree, crushing it between them. Its fangs struck into the log like it was prey having fallen into its trap.
Maeve toppled backwards as the log was suddenly tossed into the air.
My wings shot out in my hybrid form and I caught her, holding her to my chest as I breathed deeply. I let my chest build with fire before I leaned around her and poured angry fire down onto the spider.
It made a high-pitched noise that shattered my ear drums as its fuzz caught fire, and it shot back down into its hidey hole.
I flapped my wings a few more times to finish reaching the other side. “Are you okay, Maeve?”
“Startled is all,” she replied, her voice a little shaky. I didn’t blame her. The spider was crazy fast for its size.
Putting Maeve down, I looked over at Polydora, who was frowning at the chasm. I realized that she might need some help. Waving my arms, I got her attention and stepped closer to the chasm in my hybrid form with my ripped clothes hanging off my body.
I didn’t want to yell and get the spider’s attention, so I pointed at my mouth and down at the chasm so she knew that I’d buy her some time.
She nodded and backed up, readying to run across.
I gave her a countdown with my fingers before I leaned over the chasm and breathed fire down it. The chasm lit up the darkness, and I couldn’t help but see what was down below.
As I stared down into the dark crack, I realized that I couldn’t unsee what I was currently seeing. What I had seen was the momma spider, and all around were its babies. They lurked at the edge of the chasm, waiting for their mother to feed them.
My fire made them all shrink back further. They seemed scared enough of the fire to stay back, but my entire body was on edge at the sheer number of them. 
Polydora landed behind me and shooed everyone into the jungle on the other side.
I backed up even as the mamma spider’s leg reached up to the edge, patting for prey and peering over the edge at me like it was making sure I was gone.
“That wasn’t terrifying at all.” Helena looked over her shoulder. “How close are we?”
Maeve took the compass and placed it on my shoulder. It pointed us back towards the cliff we’d been walking along.
As I looked from the new angle, I was able to see part of a cliff that was worn away from where water used to run on the side. “Look, a way up.”
The group’s energy shifted as we all got hopeful. We were getting closer. Even Helena was quiet as we hurried up the slope and back atop the plateau over the cliff, re-entering the jungle at the top.
Maeve kept placing the silver tool against me, and it kept glowing red hot. I hoped her mother didn’t step through an arch and get portaled somewhere far away. Just the thought made me pick up speed.
We kept moving until we burst through into a clearing, and I immediately moved into a defensive stance as I tried to process what I was seeing.
There was a huge area, devoid of trees. A giant flower bud sat in the center of a clearing, with vines carpeting the floor.
Ikta was there waiting for us. Behind her, Winter was sealed in a block of ice. Vines from the flower wrapped around the block of ice, and even some of them appeared to have been working their way through the ice.
“What have you done?” I charged at Ikta, my knuckles cracking as I made a tight fist.




Chapter 14


“Wait!” Maeve grabbed my shoulder before I could attack the Spider Queen. “You have an agreement with her. If you hit her, would you void it?” 
Ikta pouted. “You should just let him hit me. Come on, I know you want to.” She smiled at me. Her eyes swirled with wild magic as she opened her arms, inviting a punch and her spider limbs splayed out as well.
I paused in my step, now considering my next move. I couldn’t help but notice that she was fully recovered from our duel at the conclave.
The pale skinned woman had the fae ears that pointed backwards, with just the tips coming out of her full mane of purple hair, so dark it was nearly black. Her smile always portrayed a bit of chaos, both enticing and spreading chills up my spine.
Shrugging when I didn’t hit her, she pulled her spider limbs back, standing on her human feet as the legs disappeared into her back.
Ikta had on a dark dress that hung off her hips, strips pooling down around her long legs and onto the floor as if she was some sort of queen of the nymphs.
“Ikta,” Maeve said scowling at the situation. “Did you do this to my mother?”
“So direct. Have you been spending too much time with dragons? Tell me, are you with his child yet?” Her eyes shifted to Evelyn. “Or maybe your nymph, a lovely nymph. Hello, do you want to join me, little nymph?”
Evelyn shrank behind Poly, not liking the attention from Ikta.
“She asked you a question,” I relaxed. Maeve was right. Ikta had wanted me to attack her.
Ikta and I had made a deal. She agreed to leave myself, mine, and the dragons alone for a thousand years, and that was void if I had hit her.
Ikta sighed and sat down as a stump grew from the ground underneath her. “I have not done this to her, even if I wish I could claim credit.” She looked over her shoulder at the flower. “Maeve, are you aware of the stories of The Dreamer?”
If Maeve had been walking, she would have stumbled. Whatever The Dreamer was, she was clearly shaken up. “The Dreamer is responsible for this?”
“One of her buds,” Ikta explained with a smile and reached for one of the vines around Winter. She tried to touch the vines, but they moved away from her. “She’s active right now. Poor Winter fell into one of the traps.”
“What’s The Dreamer?” I asked Maeve.
“An ancient being in the Wilds.” Maeve shuddered and looked at the flower with horror. “A creature that is half plant. Its name is spoken in the same breath as the origin of the fae realm. People attacked by The Dreamer never even realize they’ve left reality, so powerful are its glamors that, with a touch, it is as if you are eternally trapped in a dream. The flowers grow from its victims.”
I looked at the carpet of vines and the several small flowers that popped up amid them. “Then this is that?”
“A large creature was turned into the large flower,” Maeve replied, staring at the bloom. “It tempted my mother to it?”
“Yes, though it seems that she managed to freeze herself before it could claim her. But it is still trying to break through.” Ikta sighed and looked over at the block of ice. “As soon as a little nymph told me that Zach Pendragon was in my domain, I began scouring the area to figure out why.”
“She is one of my allies. You are in violation—” I started, but Ikta turned back sharply to me.
“The fae and I go back far before our deal. Besides, you haven’t marked or mated either of the fae with you. Clearly, they aren’t with you either.” The Spider Queen smiled with her reasoning.
Helena scoffed. “Just tell us what you want, spider bitch.”
I sighed, Helena really needed to work on her people skills.
Ikta rolled her eyes. “There are a few things I could trade for helping Winter out of this mess. You see, I once made an agreement with The Dreamer.” She stood and walked amid the vines. They didn’t touch her; they appeared to move out of her way as she walked.
Ikta reached out, opening a portal to the side. A bird flew out and landed on a vine, only for a green shoot to attack it. The shoot went through the bird’s back, and its eyes went wide as it turned stiff.
The vine swallowed the bird, a pink flower blossoming in its place.
“The Dreamer won’t let anyone approach her. That bird didn’t last long. Someone like Winter will take years, but she’ll become a flower too. Once it gets a hold of her, it is just a matter of time.” Ikta sighed. “So, a trade.” She played with her fingers.
I sighed. “What do you want?”
“You, of course.” Ikta waved her hand to the right and a portal formed. Inside was a hot spring full of waiting nymphs. “Just join them and I’ll free Winter. Alone, I might add. I’m sure you can handle a few harmless nymphs.”
I looked at the nymphs as they looked back at me through the portal. Their glamors didn’t reach me, but I knew that if I stepped in there they would overwhelm me.
And Ikta knew it too. Whatever nymph had told her of my presence had likely also communicated that I’d been unable to break the glamor. While it may wear off after a few months, I wouldn’t disappoint my women by missing the wedding. I had told them I would be back.
“No,” I stated it firmly, but I cast Maeve an apologetic glance.
“It’s okay. I understand. I wouldn’t want to be the one to explain to your mates that you were fucking nymphs for several months and they needed to reschedule the wedding either.” She swallowed loudly at just the thought.
Ikta pouted. “I want more dragons. Have you noticed the ones in the Wilds yet?”
I glared at the Spider Queen. “Yes, I have. Do you have something to do with that?”
“Nope!” She clapped excitedly. “But they are wonderful. So much rich mana pumping into the Wilds from them. I want more dragons. A whole jungle of them!”
“Is there anything else we can give you for your aid?” Maeve asked the absolutely giddy woman as the portal closed on a spring of disappointed nymphs.
“Well…” Ikta thought about it for a moment, squinting at Maeve and then at her nymph. “I could ask for your first-born dragon… or maybe you to swear fealty to me… no…” She mumbled to herself before she snapped to attention and pointed at Maeve. “I’ll ferry you, your mother, and the nymph out of the Wilds. But once I do, you and your people cannot enter for a few months.”
The crazy woman turned to me with a wicked smile.
“You’d ask us to abandon him in the middle of the Fae Wilds?” Maeve clarified, turning to me with her brows pinched. “I cannot let him take that risk. Even if he were to try and follow his other mates’ marks, I have no doubt you’d keep him trapped in here.”
Ikta pouted. “I’m afraid that’s what it would take to get your mother back. You can take her and go off to save the world from a scorching summer. All I want is some time with the lovely Dragon King here.”
“Glamored up and rutting for who knows how long.” Evelyn scowled from behind Polydora.
“Exactly.” Ikta gestured at the nymph. “Yes, that’s exactly what I want. He’ll put so many dragon babies in me. I’ll go on to lay enough eggs to be called the Dragon Queen.” She sighed blissfully. “They’ll produce so much mana that the fae world will be bursting full of mana and it will spill onto Earth. I only want to help paranormal life thrive.”
I was getting annoyed at being talked around and started eyeing the vines. I could feel my fire starting to lift in my throat.
“Don’t provoke The Dreamer.” Ikta was in front of me in an instant, having moved too fast for me to track as she put her hands on my chest to stop me. “That’s how you die. I very much don’t want that.”
I smiled, deciding to use that against her. I stepped to the side and pushed forward. If she was going to keep me from dying, maybe I could get all the way to Winter.
“I do this to protect you.” She snapped her fingers, and I found myself falling through a portal.
Fuck.
She couldn’t harm me, but if I was going to endanger myself, she could justify this as saving me. I tumbled through the air until I splashed in a stream.
Thankfully, there was no bevy of nymphs nearby.
I had no doubt she would have used them if she could. My rejection of them must have made them, being present, break our deal. I stood up, looking around as I cursed Ikta. I needed to stop trusting the fae quite so much.
***“Zach!” Maeve shouted, but a dragon rushed past her as the portal snapped closed. Trina pulled herself up short from falling into The Dreamer’s vines.
The Fall Lady looked up from where Zach had disappeared to Ikta, the ancient evil she’d been told of growing up. The Wilds were something used to terrify young fae, and two of the worst stories were in front of her.
Ikta and The Dreamer.
“Let’s bargain. You have my mother and Zach. We can come to some terms.” Maeve wasn’t going to let Zach wander the Wilds on his own.
A single nymph could bring down the great Dragon King. The man might be smart, but his dragon was greedy and a collector of things, especially beautiful women. Maeve had a feeling the dragon didn’t care much to fight the nymph control, even if the man would have chosen differently.
Maeve was fae and had always considered herself quite sexual, but she was starting to question if even her libido could take on the Dragon King.
“Why would I bargain with you? I have what I want.” Ikta shrugged.
“I have much to offer that you want, including myself. And let’s not ignore the fact that you have done some wrong to him by transporting him away against his wishes.” Maeve stood her ground while she argued with what equated to the boogie man in her mind. She was a fae princess and born to negotiate.
Ikta grinned back in response. It somehow was both a sweet and vicious smile. “I saved him by creating a quick portal. It was so sudden, I didn’t have time to control where I sent him.” She batted her eyelashes at Maeve, as if she was innocent.
It took everything Maeve had not to scoff at the ancient trickster.
“My cooperation must be worth something here,” Maeve tried. She was the heir to the Winter throne, not some random paranormal.
Ikta eyed Maeve, tsking at her. “You gravely overestimate your value. Compared to the Dragon King… you are nothing. You only had value with your relation to him.” Ikta smiled before she was yanked off her feet by an angry female dragon.
“Trina, don’t!” Maeve knew that Trina was angry, but Ikta was a queen of the Wilds for a reason. She played games, and they were in her territory. They could only outplay her. They couldn’t win a direct flight. “She’s still under the promise to your king to not harm him. If you hit her, she can go hunt down Zach and force him to do whatever she wants.”
The copper dragon froze. She looked like she was fighting against an invisible force as she struggled not to smash the Spider Queen’s face in.
“Give me back my king,” Trina growled before putting Ikta back on the ground unharmed and somehow looming over the woman even though the copper dragon was shorter.
Ikta turned to focus on Maeve, angering the dragon further. “You know, you should have taken the offer to abandon him in the Wilds. As far as I can tell, the Dragon King is quite forgiving.” She clutched her cheeks like a blushing bride. “Do you think he’ll forgive me in time? Oh, I bet if I give him all of the driders and nymphs in the wild, he’ll eventually forgive me.”
Maeve studied Ikta, wondering if she was trying to anger Trina enough to hit her or was playing at some other tactic. Her logic was so fuzzy that it was hard to predict what she would do next or what she ultimately wanted.
But Maeve couldn’t ignore the offer. There was some truth to what Ikta said. Zach was forgiving; he would likely understand with time that she needed to protect her mother.
But that would only work if the three he traveled with made it out okay. And there was a good possibility that, left to wander, they’d end up split up and unable to take what existed in the Wilds.
Every fae instinct of hers had told her to take the deal, but she had put those instincts aside. If she wanted to be with Zach, she’d just have to find another way to solve the issue. 
Maeve had never expected to actually care for another like she did for the Dragon King. She’d been raised to select partners based on the children they’d have or the political power such a union would bring. She’d barely even seen another option as the fae courts played out.
But she couldn’t ignore how different it felt with him. He was both powerful and able to help her bear strong children, but that wasn’t what made her want him. He warmed her heart and made even the frozen winter court feel cozy when she thought of him.
“Mistress,” Evelyn whispered in her ear.
Maeve leaned over, ready to listen to her closest confidant. She put aside the frustration she still felt over the nymph trying to warn Zach off. The nymph’s manipulations had seemed to work. Zach was pushing harder for them, seeming to realize what they had.
“We have three of his marked here. Either use one for a bargain, or we should use them to draw him back where we can meet him,” Evelyn whispered, and Maeve considered the information.
Turning, Maeve looked at the others, making up her mind. Though Evelyn had given her two valid options, it only served to highlight the only real answer. Nymphs were a little tricky like that, even her Evelyn often said the wrong things just to get the right reaction.
“We are leaving,” Maeve said.
Helena raised an eyebrow with her arms crossed. “Care to explain?”
“She’s mad. If we want to make a deal to save my mother, we need to make it with The Dreamer herself,” Maeve explained.
“The plant is a person?” the angel asked, surprised. “And… it’s a girl?”
“It is. Or at least, that’s what the stories say. Although, she is partially plant.”
“You are going to go all the way to The Dreamer?” Ikta jumped in. “Shame. I guess I’ll just wait here for my Dragon King to return.”
Maeve did her best not to smile, and Evelyn schooled her emotions too. If they traveled together, Zach would chase down his marked women. He wouldn’t return to the same location.
But she could find him, modify the silver device to their connection and track him through the Wilds.
“Trina,” Polydora snapped. The older dragon could really command the others when their king wasn’t around. “We leave. Come.”
The copper dragon huffed purple smoke from her nose and stomped away from Ikta hard enough to make the ground quake.
Maeve shook her head. None of the dragons had an ounce of subtlety. Ikta knew it too, laughing at them as Trina’s stomps only grew in intensity.
“Mind telling me the plan? We must reconnect with our king as quickly as possible.” Polydora glanced down at Maeve.
“Let’s get out of earshot of a certain nefarious spider woman. Then I’ll tell you everything I have planned. But we are going to find him and get my mother out of that frozen cage.” Maeve was feeling a renewed determination to restore her mother so that she could spend time with a certain Dragon King that had started to dote on her.
As she thought about him, warmth spread through her.
Walking forward, she squared her shoulders. She wouldn’t let Ikta or The Dreamer take Zach away from her, even if they were the beings of her childhood nightmares.




Chapter 15


I picked myself up out of the stream and padded out through the grass. I knew that my mates were all still together where I’d left them. I hoped Trina was able to keep her wits about her, because at least most of them were under my protection. And together, they could escape Ikta and whatever plan she had for them.  
I looked down at the bracer on my arm, realizing all of their belongings and camping gear were with me. They’d have to rough it for a bit as I figured out a plan. And while I had all the gear, without somebody to keep watch for me, I wasn’t going to be able to sleep anytime soon.
Both of our groups were now at a disadvantage.
Turning towards where I felt their marks, I headed off in their direction. We had a plan for when we were separated, and if the girls weren’t fighting off Ikta, I knew that they would keep to it.
As I walked, I worked to take in my surroundings, now not only watching for arches, but also for any flowers that looked like what had been next to the Winter Queen.
Despite the risks, it was a beautiful scene. I very quickly wished the others were with me as I pushed the grass out of the way and waded through it.
I couldn’t believe that I’d finally found Maeve’s mother, only to be freaking portaled away to who knows where in the Wilds. I hadn’t anticipated that The Dreamer was deadly enough to give Ikta an excuse to move me for my own safety. And now I was paying the price.
I’d have to find my way back to Maeve. But I’d made up my mind. I was going to make her my woman and shove away any of the reasons not to. We’d save her mother, and I’d be back to my wedding in no time. I wasn’t going to accept any other outcome.
I fast forwarded in my mind past the wedding, to where I might convince them to all join me in a big pile of gold after. The thought of all of them covered in glittering, glistening gold made the beast rumble inside of me.
Yes. Gather them all up and put them in my hoard.
The idea made me grin. “I’ll do just that.” My own voice seemed odd in the open plains.
I paused, the aloneness seeming odd. For the first time in a long while, I had no honor guard or mate. There were no other dragons hanging out nearby. Dragons might be solitary creatures overall, but the feeling was uncomfortable after so much time with others.
I pushed through, speeding up a little.
The plains quickly shifted to rocky slopes and then into thinly wooded forests. At the moment, I seemed to be heading uphill. The pines around seemed to go straight up, and I relaxed a little as I was navigating around fewer arches. I kept heading up, hoping to get a better view of the surrounding land.
A twig snapped and my ears twitched in that direction.
I paused, crouching low and staring through the trees for any sign of life. Squirrels jumped about above, but nothing moved on the forest floor. I was alone with no one to watch my back, yet I was still pretending to be human.
Slipping out of my clothes, I put them in my bracer and let myself shift to my hybrid form. I was far sturdier in that form, and I couldn’t risk somebody getting the jump on me. It was a little bulkier, but so were some of the monsters we’d seen before.
Without seeing anything, I couldn’t do much, so I continued to follow the slope up the hill, making sure to keep my eyes and ears open. My red and gold scales caught the sun, making me stand out amid the forest.
The slope continued upwards, and I was starting to have to take large lunge-like steps to make headway up the hill. When the slope finally eased, I breathed heavily and looked back.
I had hiked up a large hill and could see for miles. The landscape was funny. It was odd seeing where it changed rapidly from one kind of forest to another. For a while, it was a pine forest, then it switched to the plains, and further past that it became a desert for a while.
I turned another direction, noting that there it went from pines to a dense tropical jungle. I turned to the direction where I could feel my mates, staring at towering hills with rocky tops.
There was a fucking mountain range between the girls and me. When I got a hold of Ikta, I was going to strangle her.
My back itched, and I had a deep desire to fly over the mountains. Maeve had told me not to fly, but maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea for just a little while.
Climbing those mountains was going to be an absolute bitch, and if I waited too long, they might end up going through an arch and ending up somewhere totally different after I’d crested them.
Another twig broke, and when I snapped my head to the side, I spotted someone’s bright red hair swish behind a tree. I smiled, my predator instincts taking control.
Stepping quietly in that direction, I went to go see who had been following me. The pine needles underfoot softened my steps, even though I weighed more than a professional linebacker.
I crept up on the person and rounded the tree, only to find nothing. But an instant later there was something pressed into my back.
“That’s him,” a familiar voice barked.
They had me surrounded.
A troop of six women stood around me with spears, and the red dragon that I’d fought with earlier was among them. She smirked as she stepped in front of me, keeping her spear leveled.
“Remember me, oh ‘king of dragons?’” She sputtered at the end, and all of them laughed at her words.
“He actually called himself a king? Dragon’s don’t have kings.” A tall, busty blonde laughed hard enough that her abs rippled.
“Change your scale colors. Show them.” The red dragon jabbed me with her spear like I was some damn circus animal.
“Fuck you,” I replied, frowning at her.
She only licked her lips. “I’d very much like that. You’ve got some fire in you.”
“You promised us that a fiery male was out here—I want my turn.” A brunet scowled at the red dragon. “He has a lot of fire. But once his dragon is gone, he’ll become as mellow as a kitten. I’ve dreamed of taming a rogue male.” She grinned at me.
The red backed up. “Well then, first we should subdue him.”
The dragons chuckled and backed up further.
I looked between them, trying to figure out their next move and trying to decide if I should break free of them. Part of me was curious to see their village, but after the bindings, I also didn’t want to underestimate them. It might be better to run and come back on my own terms.
The red pulled out a bola made with the same vines she’d used earlier on my wrists. “Come on. Don’t tell me you are just going to surrender. We like the chase.”
I decided to make them regret giving me a chance.
Fire spewed out of my mouth right at my feet, igniting the pine needles and debris on the ground. Thick smoke filled the air, and I got low, breaking through their encirclement as the blonde backed up so that she didn’t get caught in the smoke.
Too bad she wasn't my target. I collided with a girl crashing both of us into a tree and knocking the wind out of her before turning and running.
A spear lashed out, catching my shin.
I fell into a roll. Trained by Morgana, the move was natural. Then I used my body to spring backwards, making a full turn as I landed back on my feet.
The whistle of something in the air behind me made me dart around a tree as a bola wrapped itself around the trunk.
“Screw all of you,” I shouted.
They cheered. It was some sort of game to them, and my dragon was going wild.
Out of the corner of my eyes, a raven-haired amazon shifted. Green scales dotted along her body as she matched the height of some of the other women. She threw her spear at my legs, but she missed when I vaulted high into the air.
Another whistle of a bola sounded behind me.
I moved instinctually, but it caught my leg and threw off my maneuver. The weighted rocks then spun around the first, tangling up my second leg. I landed unceremoniously, rolling to stop myself from injuring my legs.
“Good shot, Hiplina. Get him,” the red dragon chuckled from behind me.
My clawed hands worked at the cord, trying to free myself before they reached me. But whatever they used to make the binds was incredibly tough. I was getting small bits of progress, but not nearly enough.
The green dragon jumped on me, breathing an excited puff of acidic breath. My scales rippled to green and brass.
“His scales do change!” she called out excitedly. “I don’t even have to control myself. Want to give me your children, little fiery male? I will make it worth your while.”
My scales changed again to blue and bronze as I blew her off of me with lightning. “No. I will be returning to my mates.”
The others who had reached me were in various states of a hybrid form. All of them were chromatics. There were no metallics among them. It figured if they had descended into such chaos.
Again, I shifted my colors, breathing out a fog of death around me to drive them back as I broke the last of the tough cord and stood.
“Britanica, get him.”
The blonde came through my death fog with black scales dotting her skin as she caught me in the chest with a mean hook, but I packed on enough mass that it didn't do much more than make me grunt.
In return my fist came around in a punch that caught her in the face, sending her flying into the nearest tree trunk.
The women were on me and I gave as good as I got, but it was six on one. After I sent two sprawling that weren't getting back up, they got serious.
"Tie his legs up and bring him down." The red barked.
Fuck that. Crouching, I exploded upwards. It was time to get out of here.
I caught a branch, digging my claws in and pulling myself higher before kicking off the tree and shifting wings onto my back. I flew into the air just above the pine forest and glided towards the open plains. I was done with this, I'd escape and find this village on my own.
“Get him!” The red sounded genuinely angry. Apparently, they weren’t having fun anymore.
Trees started snapping behind me as several giant dragons started to take shape. I wasn’t about to go toe to toe with them in my hybrid form, so I shifted to my full size.
Choosing to be black and copper, I glided over the forest and headed to the plains. I kept moving, glancing over my shoulder, only to realize that they had grown far more than I’d expected. All four of them that had shifted were as large as Brom, if not larger.
My mind spun. What the fuck had they been feeding these girls?
But even as I thought it, I knew the answer. We were in the Fae Wilds. They’d been raised on an endless supply of mana-rich monster meat.
The giant red took to the air, her dragon face scowling at me as she quickly overtook me and flew above me. “Get out of the air,” she warned before dropping on me.
A blue and a black dragon joined her in the air. My only option was to tussle with her in the air or fly lower. I slowed, trying to turn and outmaneuver her, but the red folded her wings and tackled me out of the air as the other two came down.
Her claws immediately tore at my wing, ripping the webbing out. “You endangered us all by flying. The game is over.”
Four dragons cornered me.
A black, a green, a blue, and a red dragon all glared at me. And the red was still currently pinning me to the ground with the other looking like they were about to pounce. The green had two unconscious girls in her claws.
I tried to summon the aura of the Dragon King to drive them back or weaken them, but it did nothing to them besides make them chuckle.
“You are too young to intimidate us, little Dragon King.” A black dragon, the blonde from earlier, bent her head down to mine. “Shift and stop fighting. Maybe Regina will go easy on you.”
I struggled my body protesting from the bruising, but Regina, the red dragon, had me fully pinned. The others circled me, and I knew that the game was up.
Grumbling, I let myself shift slowly.
Regina took her weight off of me, but she kept a claw hovering over me to prevent my escaping once more as the others shifted back to their human forms.
Britanica, the tall blonde, came with cord and tied my wrists tightly behind my back and then went further and bound my arms all the way up past my elbows. 
“Do not fight further; we must hurry. You flew in the wrong territory.”
Regina was the last to shift back, tossing her red hair and glaring at me. “Idiot. Let’s go. We need to move quickly through the arches.” She took the lead, and Britanica didn’t let go of my bindings as she moved. I was forced to run at a dead sprint next to them to keep up.
There was a loud boom in the distance, as if some leviathan was waking from a slumber.
“The Quezalcoatl has woken,” the green said, looking over her shoulder.
Off in the distance, a giant green serpent uncoiled itself from the mountain rage. Rather than dragon horns, it had a feathered crest on its head.
“What is that?” I asked. I’d never seen something so large before.
“Ancient God. No longer worshiped on Earth, it resides here.” Regina looked at me like I’d been hit in the head. “Then again, maybe you just dream of being a king all day.”
The head rose above the mountains as feathered wings fanned out, and its body loosened from around the mountains. Its size put the six women to shame. I wondered if Brom could fit between its teeth.
The women hustled me, and I didn’t need much pushing after seeing the behemoth of a monster. I too wanted to be out of whatever it considered its territory.
Regina led the group through an arch, and the forest changed.
I looked over my shoulder as we stepped into the new land, but even then I could still see the Quezalcoatl further off in the distance. The dragon women took a sharp right and went through more arches, taking turns. 
“Are you just taking them at random?” I asked as we went through another.
“No.” Regina touched her shoulder, looking at me curiously. “We share our marks with other dragons in the village. Brit can feel where they are and take archways that pull her in that direction.”
I frowned, annoyed that I hadn’t known that when I’d been trying to get back to my women. But it was useful knowledge if I could just get free of them.
As Regina brought me up to another arch, I decided to give it a go.
I tried to feel the archway with my sense for my mark. My instincts told me it would take me further away from my marks, yet when I stopped, Britanica shoved me through.
“Don’t slow. We must get away. Dragons make tasty snacks for many things here. Or worse.” The black dragon shuddered. “How you survived so long out here on your own is interesting. Regardless, we must get you back.”
“He wasn’t on his own. Can’t you smell two women on him?” Regina wrinkled her nose. “Yet he isn’t marked by either of them, but he seemed to be trying to follow his own marks.”
“What self-respecting dragon would let a male mark her?” Hiplina scowled. She had been one of the blue dragons.
“Not one of ours, that’s for sure. Could it be true that there is another village in the Wilds?” Britanica asked Regina.
“Unlikely. Are you going to tell us, or must we force it from you?” She looked over her shoulder at me as she continued to lead her hunting party.
There was no point in me lying. “I’m from outside the Wilds. I grew up in Philadelphia.”
“What’s a Philadelphia?” the green asked, curiosity in her eyes.
“No idea. Maybe a new conquest of the eastern lands?” another suggested.
I sighed. “Across the Atlantic. It’s on a continent that I’m now realizing you have likely never heard of based on when you came to the Wilds.” My voice tailed off.
“We are aware of the continent you speak of. The people who worshiped the Quezalcoatl lived there,” Regina replied, proud of herself.
“You are a little too far south in that one, but sure. Close enough.”
“North.” Hiplina wrinkled her nose. “I never understood the desire for the colder climates.”
“Probably has too many whites.” Britanica laughed.
I realized that none of the dragons I’d seen so far were white dragons.
“There are more dragons left?” Regina was asking the right questions while the others jabbered about senseless things.
“Yes. Though, there are no more reds,” I said.
She snorted. “Of course. That must be why there’s a king now.”
“There always has been,” I tried to reason with them.
“Tiamat is never reborn as a male. She has been our ruler since she killed Ares. When we get back to the village, she will decide your fate. I am not sure how you could have her blood. It is concerning.” Regina wasn’t quite sure what to do with me.
I cleared my throat. “You mean the current reincarnation of Tiamat is alive?”
I stumbled, my head spinning. This Tiamat was most likely my biological mother. My heart started to hammer in my chest.
Holy shit.
But would that mean I was born in the Fae Wilds? 
So many questions swirled in my mind as Britanica urged me forward. When my brain caught up, I actually started keeping pace with them. A new excitement coursed through me at the chance to meet my mother.




Chapter 16


“We’ll camp here tonight. This is Oozmat’s territory, and the bear likely won’t wake for years.” Regina paused near a cave. “Go check it out, Faldina. Titrina, get some wood, and Gretch, find us some water.” 
Regina was clearly the leader of the group as she barked orders.
As the other dragons went off to do as she commanded, I was left with three dragons. Regina, Britanica, and Hiplina.
Britanica smirked as she tugged at my bindings. “You’ve been quiet. Does this mean you’ve accepted your place?”
“No. I was raised as an orphan. I know I have Tiamat’s blood, but I always figured that since the rest of the dragons didn’t know of her, she was dead.” My words came out slowly. They were hard for me to believe.
Regina heard them and turned to me. “She is very much alive. Though I am confused as well. I am not aware of her having a child amid the village. She secludes herself often. Who knows? Maybe you are her long lost son, and she will reward us. If nothing else, you are a prime male and their numbers are already too low.” Regina’s eyes raked over my naked form, her eyes sticking to the bracer on my arm.
Thankfully, it was under the bindings. The way she eyed it made me think she would take it if she could.
“Yes, he’s handsome and would produce fantastic children.” Britanica ran a thumb over my cheek.
“Hands off for now,” Regina replied, earning a scowl from the larger woman.
“You said—”
A glare from the red silenced the black. “We’ve learned new information. I do not want to push him too far before we return to the village. I will not risk Tiamat’s anger. I am… unsure… how she’d react to her son being brought to her in poor condition. That goes double for you Hiplina, do not let me catch you alone with him.”
I relaxed a little. I wasn’t going to give up without a fight. I was glad I’d get to meet my mother before it came to that.
“However, if you can get his consent, please knock yourself out.” Regina tossed her hair and combed some leaves out of the red tangles.
There was a loud noise in the cave as bright blue light shined out.
“Looks like Faldina found dinner.” Britanica smirked.
“Hopefully she didn’t try to cook it.” Hiplina let out a dark chuckle as the other two joined her in laughter.
“You cook?” Brit asked me.
“Not really.”
Hiplina laughed. “Remember, he’s a king.” She burst into laughter. “Probably has servants or something.”
“Some king.” Britanica grabbed my bonds and pushed me towards the cave. “Come. We need to find a place to tie you up and get some rest.”
“Take turns resting. We’ll be out at first light,” Regina said, eyeing me. “He’ll try and run.”
I didn’t make any attempt to correct her. If given the chance, I would definitely escape. Although the possibility of me getting a chance to escape was limited given the six Amazonian women around me.
Brit pulled me into the cave as one of the dragon girl from earlier came back their way, dragging a large bear-sized rabbit.
“Can the male cook?” She dragged it to me.
“Nope.” Brit shrugged. “Have Hiplina do it outside. I’m going to rest up.”
“Why doesn’t the cave function as a portal?” I asked, suddenly not sure why the archway of the entrance didn’t teleport us somewhere else.
“No exit. It’s a hole not an archway.” Britanica pushed me up against the wall. “Sit. Don’t try anything. If you do, we won’t be as friendly as last time.”
“That was friendly, was it?” I snorted.
She raised an eyebrow at me. “You are alive, aren’t you? That’s pretty damn friendly out here.”
Leaning against the wall, I wanted to refute her claims, but I decided to play nice for the moment. They weren’t forcing themselves on me or trying to kill me. And they were bringing me to my mother and a dragon village. I hadn’t imagined that was even possible.
Their culture was a shock to say the least. This talk of not having my dragon made me want to run very far away.
Faldina came back in with some vines. “Here. Regina says to tie up his legs.” She handed Britanica the vines and walked back out.
Britanica tested the vines with a few quick jerks and seemed satisfied. “You kick me and I call for Gretch to come hold you down. You don’t want that.”
I wanted to fight her, but I decided to reserve my strength for later. It wasn’t the right moment.
She tightly wrapped the vines along my legs, from my ankles to my knees. Then she tied it tight enough to make my knees uncomfortable. “Sorry. If you get out, it’ll be my hide she’ll skin.”
I grunted, not wanting to give her the dignity of a real reply. Turning away, I rested my cheek against the stone of the cave, and I felt sleep rush up to greet me.
It had been a long day, and I was exhausted. While I didn’t trust them, they wouldn’t let anything kill me at the moment. I was valuable to them. So I took the opportunity to regain my energy, letting myself drift off.
***My dreams were fitful. They were filled with never quite nearing my goal.
I woke up with a start, only to see nothing. My heart hammered in my chest for that brief moment. My mind couldn’t quite place where I was, and I tried to move, but I was restricted.
Something grabbed me and lifted me.
I pushed against my bindings, finding my arms and legs immovable. Quickly, memories came rushing back. Somebody was carrying me, but I didn’t know which dragon.
I stopped squirming, quickly identifying my captor.
Regina carried me out of the cave; a little fire outside the cave illuminated the night. “You worry too much. We might be rough by your standards, but our men are well cared for.” She put me down on a log that one of the others must have cut to sit on.
It was hard to not fall over with the bindings, but I refused to faceplant right in front of her. It took a moment, but I gained my balance and sat up. “Don’t know what you mean.”
“Nightmares,” she replied. “You growl a lot in your sleep.”
“I just had a very bad day. Because of you.” I eyed her.
She shrugged. “Fair.” The firelight lit deep shadows in her sharp features. “So, what brings the Dragon King into the Wilds?”
There didn’t seem to be any reason to lie. “The Winter Queen disappeared in the Fae Wilds. We came looking for her.”
“They send the Dragon King for that?” she asked, sounding surprised and more than a little skeptical.
“She owes me a favor. She thanked me thrice. I was using that connection to track her,” I explained.
Regina made a sound of understanding. “Got split from your group though.”
“Yes. They are my mates and marked by me. I can feel them now.” I looked off in the direction that they were. “When we found the Winter Queen, she had frozen herself in a block of ice to protect herself from The Dreamer.”
The red dragon sharply inhaled. “She’s dead then.”
“Not yet,” I countered.
She made a face and shook her head. “The Dreamer is not to be trifled with. Even the Quezalcoatl would leave those mountains if The Dreamer started to encroach. It cares not for territories in the wild.”
“There has to be some way,” I tried.
“Deals can be made, but they are often very one sided. The Dreamer is just that powerful,” Regina explained. “Tiamat has made an agreement with The Dreamer for our village, but I know nothing of its contents.”
I smiled, excited at that piece of news. My mother might be able to help me figure out how to make a deal with The Dreamer. But the smile faltered as I realized that meant I should hold off on any attempts to escape.
“You’ll let me meet Tiamat?” I asked, probing.
“I’ll bring you to the village. I can’t guarantee she will see you. She rules the village from a small palace, and she can be rather solitary sometimes.” Regina picked up something from behind her log and held it out to me. “Berries?”
I shrugged my shoulders, reminding her that my arms were bound. “Want to let me feed myself?”
“Not really. Until we can get you back to the village and your dragon sealed, you are going to be trouble.” She held the berries higher. “I’ll feed you though.”
My entire body froze at her words, but I tried to be casual and get more information. “Pass. You are going to seal my dragon?”
“All males have their dragons sealed. Otherwise, they become too aggressive. We can’t live in a village with multiple male dragons. They’d claw each other to pieces by the end of a week.” She watched me closely. “Not going to refute that?”
Knowing how uncomfortable even Herm and Tim made me at times, I couldn’t really argue. I even liked them. “No. You aren’t wrong. We are territorial.”
She laughed. “So at least you understand. We can’t spread throughout the Wilds; we need to work together. We exist together, and we do what is needed to achieve that. If we spread out, we'd be picked off or hunted. Dragons are too valuable.” She got up and moved over to sit next to me. “Eat or you are going to regret it tomorrow.” She started to pull them off of the stems and hold them out for me.
Grudgingly, I ate them out of her hand before she forced them down my throat.
“Not going to lick my hand after you are done?” she teased.
I glared at her.
“Don’t worry. Once you don’t have access to your dragon, you’ll learn to rely on us more. Most of the men in the village are pretty happy.” She smirked.
“You make them sound like they are weak.”
“I mean, they are weaker. They can’t shift. The Wilds are a harsh place. Without their dragons, they need to stay in the village where it is safe. But we protect them.” Regina started pulling more berries from the stem.
The ugly face I made said enough. But I had more questions for her.
“Do you seal their dragon at birth?” I asked. The idea was disconcerting. My dragon had become a large part of who I was. I couldn't imagine a life without it.
“Of course, in the egg even. Otherwise, they would miss their dragon. If they never grow up with it, then they are happier.” She finished picking the berries.
A lump was growing in my gut. I’d spent so much of my life not understanding the feeling within me. Had my mother sealed away my dragon? Was I born in the Wilds? And if so, how had I ended up on Earth?
It was starting to all fit together, but I wasn’t liking the implications. How could my mother do that to me? How did the other dragons not know about me? But how did I end up growing up outside of here?
“Do dragons ever leave the Wilds?” I asked.
“We’ve had a few men run. But, no, we use marks to find our way back to the village every time.” She pushed the berries into my mouth.
I chewed them, giving myself some time to think.
For me to be born in the Wilds, Bahamut and Tiamat had been together. Had he come to the Wilds? Did he know I existed? Or was Bahamut’s dragon sealed before they knew he was a reincarnation? 
I had questions, and only one place held answers.
“I’ll stop fighting you and travel to your village on two conditions,” I spoke my decision out loud.
“Of course you will. You’re weaker and bound. But I’m curious what conditions you’d give,” Regina pointed out. “Let’s hear them.”
“Nobody forces themselves on me. And you bring me straight to Tiamat, telling her of my abilities.” I held back a frown. Being a captive was going against all my instincts, but it would get me the answers I wanted.
She snorted. “I’ve already said I would do both.”
“Yeah, but you hold up your end of the bargain, and you don’t have to worry about me running.” I gave her my best smile.
Her jaw crackled. “I could just mark you. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about any of it.”
“You can try.” A deep growl built up in my chest.
She only laughed and her jaw settled down. “Fine.” 
Her claw tore through the binding on my arms, and the sudden blood flow to them made them feel like they were burning a little.
I brought them around to my front and rubbed my arms before shifting my hand, sawing away the bindings on my legs. “That easy?”
“I have your scent. If you run, I will chase you down. And our deal is off at that point; I won’t be so civil.” Her eyes shifted and reflected in the firelight. She was practically challenging me, wanting me to run.
“I keep my word.” I pulled the last of the bindings off my legs. “Just keep yours.”
“My word is good. Now tell me, what’s the bracer?”
“A gift from my mates.” I pulled out a pair of pants from it. “It has spatial magic in it, keyed to me. If you take it, it becomes nothing but a decoration.”
“Useful for a dragon.” She observed it, frowning at the enchantments. “Sadly, I’m not well trained on magic or I’d try to figure it out more. Can you store food?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll keep that in mind for the journey.” Regina nodded and handed me more of the berries. “Now you can feed yourself. I’m going to rest.”
“Just going to leave me?” I asked.
“You’ll keep your word. You’re not stupid. And I’m tired.” She waved over her shoulder and went into the cave to sleep. “Yell if any of them bother you.” 
Somehow being able to escape and not taking it was making me even more antsy. I was fighting with myself over staying or leaving.
“Fucking…” I let out a heavy sigh.
I glanced at the Wilds, dueling thoughts fluttering through my head. I wanted to reach my mates, but I’d spent my entire life with questions about my birth and why I hadn’t known my dragon like others. Those questions had shaped so much of my life, and I was close to answers.
I swallowed loudly and hung my head. “Forgive me girls.”
The draw was too tempting.
I spoke into the wind, making them a promise. “I’ll find you all after this is done. But I just have to meet the Tiamat that gave birth to me.”
I’d met another reincarnation, but it wasn’t the same. I wanted to meet my actual mother. All I had to do was suck it up and deal with this Amazonian culture for a few days, which wasn’t a light task. My dragon was fighting me every step of the way, and I couldn’t blame it.
Leaning back on the stump, I sighed. “Guess I’m on watch now.” 
Turning, I glanced at the cave, feeling as if one of them was watching me. Something told me I was being put to the test. They hadn’t actually trusted me.
Fucking wild dragon girls.
And if they were any indication of what it would feel like in the village, I was in for some serious culture shock.




Chapter 17


“It isn’t far,” Regina declared, picking her way through misty jungles at the base of a mountain. 
I couldn’t believe how oversized everything felt. The trees were all big enough that it would take at least a dozen men to circle. And the air was just so thick with moisture that it made it feel like I’d just gotten out of a bath.
We had taken a good chunk of the morning working our way through various arches to the current jungle. Regina had started getting more selective with the archways that she went through as the morning went on.
“Close enough to fly?” Brit asked excitedly.
“Probably. We are in Tiamat’s territory now. It’s unlikely anything is going to bother us if we fly.” Regina seemed to consider it for a moment. “You’ll have to ride someone.” She looked at me. “It’s going to be fucking hard to talk people down if a male flies in.”
“Don’t worry. You can ride me down to the village all day.” Hiplina let out a low growl and pawed at me.
“He rides with me.” Regina slapped her hand away. “Don’t think I haven’t heard the rumors, Hip.”
The other dragon snorted and looked around at the rest for a little help, but none of them seemed to want to mess with Regina. I felt more comfortable knowing that she had the respect to back her promises she’d made to me.
“Get on. I’ll fly down.” Regina stepped away and started to shift.
I didn’t need to be told twice. I was tired of walking. Even if she flew, being in the air would feel good. I jumped on her back as she finished her shift.
The others were right behind her as she took to the air. Her large wings shattered the treetops as she pumped them, lifting us higher.
I got a better view of the gargantuan trees as we moved higher into the air. The main feature of the area, and why it was probably so wet, was a giant waterfall off the side of the mountain, and just beside the waterfall, spewing up water where it hit the ground.
I could make out an open space near it, likely a basin carved from the mountain by the water. The water ran as a stream through it and down another waterfall.
“Is that the village?” I asked.
“Yes,” she growled, circling a quarter of the mountain and flying into the village. She shifted when she landed and caught me in her arms. “Don’t shift while you are here. If they realize your dragon isn’t sealed, there will be problems. I cannot protect you from that chaos.”
Regina put me down, and our entrance into the village attracted nothing more than a few glances as we moved. I tried not to stare, but I was taking in all of the other villagers who didn’t seem shocked at all at a bunch of dragons landing in their area.
“Is everyone here dragons?” I asked.
“Most. There are a few others from the Wilds that have joined,” she explained.
The other dragon women landed and Britanica glared at Regina. “I think we should all get a chance with the ‘king’.”
“Bite me,” Regina scoffed. “I will present him to Tiamat tomorrow. Hands off until then.”
They didn’t like it, but they held off.
“See you tomorrow, king.” Brit waved with a shit-eating grin.
“You know, if Tiamat doesn’t see you tomorrow, I will have to let them at least try for your favor,” Regina told me. “They may have gotten caught up when we first found you, but they would treat you right, even Hip if you let her."
I let my eyes wander the village. Men walked around the same as women, but they walked slightly behind a woman most of the time. And I noticed them dodging out of the way of the powerfully built and scantily clad women when they weren't accompanied.
Nobody seemed to mind their nakedness as the women I’d traveled with strolled through the town. The men, however, were mostly clothed in one large cloth, almost like dresses.
I was catching some looks with my odd clothes.
“Let’s both get changed. Come on.” Regina realized the attention I was getting at the same time as I did, pushing me forward through the village.
As we went, I tried to get a sense for their numbers. Based on what I was seeing, there were likely several hundred dragons in the village. That was several times the dragons outside the Wilds, and these had been eating mana-rich meat.
Or at least, the women had.
Opposite of the waterfall, there was a large stone temple. It looked like stacked trays. Each one was smaller than the last. No one came and went from the entrance.
“That’s where Tiamat resides?” I made a guess.
“Tomorrow,” Regina reminded me. “Going now wouldn’t be very useful. It’s too late in the day. I’ve never heard of anyone successfully entering after noon.”
I nodded, deciding to take her advice if it meant the best chance of meeting my mother. Who I knew could be temperamental all too well.
There certainly didn’t seem to be anybody moving around the area. The two guards standing at the door watched us as Regina led me across the village.
“This is my place.” She pushed me through the rough wood doorway.
Inside was small. There was a table by the doorway, and beyond that there was a sleeping chamber and a small room with a basin full of water.
“The water is fresh, or at least it should be.” She stepped into it and grabbed a rough brush, starting to work herself clean. “We can go bathe in the waterfall tomorrow, but this is quicker. Dinner will start shortly.”
“Dinner?” I asked, surprised at the normalcy.
“We’ll eat before it gets dark. Then we will come back here to sleep. There’s a communal dinner with plenty of food and meat; we are dragons after all.” She snorted and went back to work scrubbing herself in the water.
I stood awkwardly to the side. “Need me to get you a towel or something?”
She frowned at my question, not seeming to understand. Plush towels were apparently out of the question.
“Hand me the strigil.” She gestured to a table, and I picked up a hook with a handle. But it wasn’t sharp at the end, and one of the edges of the loop was flat. “What? They don’t use these anymore?” She held her hand out for the rough metal tool.
I watched with a little interest as she stood up in the basin and used the curved part to scrape away the water on her skin, taking the dirt with it. “No. Can’t say we do.”
“Huh.” She worked on her chest, scraping away the water around her bosom gently, and a little slower than the rest.
I met her eyes, realizing she’d been watching me stare.
“Like what you see?” She raised an eyebrow. “Your request doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy a woman, if that’s what you want. I won’t bite.” She smiled at me as she started working the strigil lower down her abs.
During the time we’d been traveling, she’d been my enemy, but as she bathed, she seemed less like a foe. And as I’d taken in her body at that moment, it was hard to ignore how attractive she could be.
But I wasn’t going to sleep with a captor.
“No thanks.” I turned away, and the moment soured.
“Pity.” She scraped herself a bit more, then there was a pause in the noise followed by the sound of water pouring out.
It sounded like she’d wrung her hair out above the basin. “Comb, please, and next is your turn. I think I have something that’ll fit you.”
I shucked off my clothes, standing tall. I wouldn’t wilt like the men outside. I ignored her gaze as I put my clothes into my bracer and slipped into the basin.
Sinking down, I let my body relax into the water, not caring that water threatened to rise up over the edge and pour out on her floor. Dunking my head under, I scrubbed at the dirt covering me.
When I came up, Regina handed me the strigil.
I frowned at it, but I knew what to do. It seemed a bit like shaving, but without a blade. Running the coarse metal over my skin, I was actually a little impressed at how well it cleaned and dried me.
Regina watched me without a shred of guilt, and my glare only made her smile as she raised an eyebrow as if begging me to argue. Knowing it was no use, I just focused on completing the task.
She got dressed, but apparently, that amounted to no more than a typical bikini. Although, I had to acknowledge that it looked much higher quality than what she’d worn hunting me.
Rather than just simple leather, this was dyed a vibrant green with fringe and beads woven around the edges.
“Here. Wear this so you blend in a little better.” She pulled what I thought was a sack out of the trunk.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” I sighed, picking it up and stepping out of the basin. It was like a poncho. The thing was a single sheet of cloth with holes for my head and arms.
Wrinkling my nose, I put it on, acknowledging that it at least smelled fresh. After I finished, she handed me a thick cord that I used to pull it in and cinch it to my waist.
“Now you look like a male.” She smiled at me, looking me up and down. “Careful with that bracer though.”
I put a hand on it possessively. “You aren’t taking it from me.”
She held her hands up. “No, I won’t. But a man wearing a metal clasp has a certain meaning. Though, most wear it on their bicep.”
“And what does it indicate?”
“That you are claimed.” She grinned predatorily.
I decided to ignore what she was hinting at. “Well, I am. I told you; I have mates. Now, let’s go get some food. Breakfast sucked on the way here.”
She only laughed and led me out. “Stay behind me. I will protect you.”
I grunted in acknowledgement as I watched the other men. They kept close and traveled with women. With the new information, I glanced at their biceps. 
Those that walked directly behind a woman often had a gold or silver metal band around their arm.
“Are the bands forced on them?”
“Why would they be?” She scoffed. “The men here are happy for a woman’s protection. They are lucky to join a household. You are the one who’s rude. The others would have happily taken you into their family after a few rounds to make sure you weren’t a dud.”
It was my turn to scoff. If women were their best source of protection, a man would likely need to find at least one woman to protect him in a village. There were always unsavories in any society.
Regina led me closer to the waterfall, where the village seemed to open up. Men worked at firepits while women laughed boisterously nearby. They ate food and gossiped. Every now and then, a woman would fly down and drop off a freshly hunted carcass before shifting and joining the others.
“Do your best to help the other men as they cook. If you come with me now, it will only cause you to stand out.”
Stepping over to where the men gathered, I noticed that they were working on gutting a giant boar and skewering it while a woman held the boar in place with one giant claw. The men looked strong, and well fed. Even if they couldn't shift, they were still dragons.
“Let me help.” I could use some of my dragon strength, and make this easier on them.
Without access to their dragons, they just hadn’t been able to harness the strength and power within them. But they seemed healthy and happy.
The two men holding the spear stepped back, and I held it firmly in one hand. With my other hand, I held the spine of the boar. Holding them steady, I shoved it clean through in a single go.
“Strong. I haven’t seen you before.” An older man wiped his hands off while two others hefted the now skewered pig and put it on a spit over a fire.
“Zach.” I held out my hand.
He looked at it strangely, and I realized I was operating on a custom that may not have translated over. “You aren’t from here are you?”
“Nope.” I didn’t hide it. “Lived elsewhere. A group of hunters found me and dragged me back here.”
He eyed my bracer. “Claimed?”
“Yes. Not by any woman here,” I scoffed.
Some laughter from the women caught the other dragon’s attention. “Sure.” He didn’t sound like he believed me.
Regina was amid a group of women, surrounded by women I hadn’t seen before. Many of them were pointing at me and giving me hungry looks. Meanwhile, they seemed to be playfully egging Regina on, trying to get her to tell them more.
“How else can I help with dinner? I’m afraid I’m not a great cook, but I can lift.” I wanted to help the men.
“Can you chop?” he asked.
I frowned. “Chop?”
He grabbed my shoulder. “I’m Mortius. Claimed by Tindrel; she’s a good woman.” He said it quickly, seeming to want to defend her. And giving me the impression that other women weren’t.
“Hopefully there aren’t too many bad ones.” I said it lightheartedly, but I watched his reaction. He gave me a hard stare as if to warn me to let him help me.
“If you know what’s good for you, you would let someone like me help you find a woman. You’re new and don’t know our village. I can help you avoid some of the pitfalls.” Mortius took me around a rock where they hid the work from the women who were enjoying dinner. 
“Chopping.” He pointed at wood for the fires.
“Ah,” I sighed, seeing a rough and dull ax for the job. I tried not to roll my eyes. “This is what you give the new ones to do?” I asked.
He only smiled at me. “Yes, until they have a woman. After that, you get a little more respect, you may earn different jobs. It depends on who claims you.”
“Then tell me more about Regina?” I asked. Knowing more about my captor couldn’t hurt.
“Red?” he asked for confirmation as I picked up the ax.
“Yep. She’s the one who hunted me down.” I lined up a log and swung with just my human strength. The dull ax bit into the wood but didn’t split it.
I grunted as I put my foot on the log and pried it out. “Is she a ‘good one’?”
He shrugged. “Reds are temperamental at best, but they are strong. She’s a hunter, and a good one. She’s young. I don’t think she’s claimed a man before.”
Lining up the log, I used a little of my dragon strength. The ax cracked through the log, splitting it this time. The man looked down, frowning a little at my success. He had likely expected it to take a few more swings.
“So, she’s unknown, so you’re going off her color?” I asked.
“My woman is a good woman. She’s a blue; they are tender to those they claim.” He tried again.
I paused, feeling like he was selling his family to me. Which, was uncomfortable. But so far, he was the only person who had talked to me in the village.
“Maybe after we finish here, I can meet her?” I tried to keep him talking.
“Wonderful. Here, let me help you.” Mortius kicked away the split wood and put a new one in place for me.
Using a little dragon strength, I split the new log in one stroke.
“Strong,” he complimented me, watching me closely.
I did my best not to roll my eyes. “Yeah. Say, do you ever miss your dragon?”
“Huh?” He frowned. “No. With it, I would be unable to live in the village. We are just too aggressive for our own good. Our dragons must be removed so that we can all live under Tiamat's protection.”
“Of course. Sorry I asked.” I frowned and split the next log shortly after he lined it up.
He seemed happy enough, but watching the men live without their dragons bothered me.
Knowing what it felt like to have your dragon tucked away, I knew they must feel the beast somewhere inside of them. A yearning to break free and feel the rush of flying. Yet, the logic I'd been told since coming here was sound. Other male dragons made me prickle, being in a village with dozens of them would drive me to the edge.
So it made sense, no matter how much I disliked it, it was their way of life.
“So, Mortius, tell me more about my new home.” I smiled and split another log, even as my shoulders ached.




Chapter 18


I wiped my brow as I finished chopping the wood. If I had just been allowed to shift into my hybrid form, the manual labor would have been a joke. 
But I took the advice I was given and held myself back. I’d draw too much attention if I used too much of my strength. All the other males had their dragons sealed. And like hell I was going to let the women here ambush me and try to seal mine away again.
“Come on. My Tindrel would love to meet you. She’s such a sweetheart once you get to know her.” Mortius pulled at my sack-like clothing.
It wasn’t the softest material, and it definitely didn’t give much support. I missed my jeans already.
Mortius led me out of the area. We walked past the boars that had been cooked and were now split open. Men were grabbing food, bringing plates out to the women or those that were claimed were rapidly pulled into their families. There simply weren't enough men to go around. I suspected many of these men hopped from woman to woman.
Mortius saw me eyeing the food. “We can grab some food in a minute.”
It became clear where he was leading me. A woman with a proud jawline grinned at Mortius as we drew closer.
“Dear, who is this? I’ve never seen him before.” Tindrel put down her meat and grabbed my jaw, roughly pulling me down to her level so she could get a better look at me. “You have such soft skin, like a babes. But your muscles look like you’ve worked hard your whole life.”
She licked her lips, and I tried not to sneer. I was being measured up. She wasn't like Regina and the other young hunters, I felt like she was treating me like a show dog.
“Zach,” Regina’s voice came over my shoulder. “What are you doing with that old hag?”
“Making friends with Mortius. He wanted to introduce me to Tindrel here,” I replied, not liking her tone.
“Yes. Just making new friends.” Tindrel ripped me off my feet and placed me in her lap. Her arms wrapped around my chest like steel bands.
“Is that so?” Regina glared at Tindrel. “Zach, I believe we had been discussing something prior to dinner and should continue.” She shifted to me, and her words were dripping with hidden meaning.
Not that I particularly wanted to be in Tindrel's lap right now. But I couldn't quite get out without showing too much strength.
I prefered Regina who leered at me, but treated me like a human. We had a deal, and I did believe that she would uphold it. Besides gathering intel, the only reason I had come to the village was to meet my mother.
“It was nice meeting you, Tindrel, but I came to the village with Regina.” Trying to get out of her grasp, she only squeezed tighter. I wanted to use my dragon strength to push further, but I managed to swallow my anger and sit still. It was taking everything in me not to break the bones in the arms holding me.
“We were just getting to know each other.” Tindrel squeezed hard enough that I felt my ribs starting to rearrange themselves. “Stay. I insist.”
Mortius was wringing his hands next to Tindrel. I wasn’t sure if he was worried about me escaping or a fight breaking out. Now I saw him for what he was.
“Regina, what’s happening over here?” Britanica stepped over. Her large frame loomed over the shorter woman. “Isn’t that the man you brought home today?”
I noticed that she’d said it loud enough for everybody to hear and understand why Regina was staking her claim.
Tindrel hugged me to her chest. “He likes it here better.”
“I’d rather not have to mend his bones tomorrow. You have a reputation, Tindrel. Not a good one.” Fauldina joined the conversation.
I was so over being treated like some pet. I fought her grip, making my voice clear. “I don’t wish to go home with you. Let me go.”
She clicked her tongue and relinquished her grip on me. “Fine. Be that way.” Apparently, she wasn’t going to force a scene.
Regina grabbed my arm. “What did I tell you?”
“To blend in,” I hissed back. “And that’s what I was doing. Mortius was helping me find something to do to make myself useful, and I thought it would be wise to make friends.”
“Only the poisonous move that quickly,” she hissed, seeming to blame me for the current situation. 
I took a deep breath. One more fucking day. Then I’d meet my mother and leave this village and its women behind me. The dragon in me wanted to fight. Badly. It was ready to prove to these women that it was not one of the typical males. I was the fucking Dragon King.
“Come, sit. You can share my meal.” Regina pulled me further away. The other dragons that had hunted with her joined us, seeming to circle up in protection of me.
“Getting yourself into trouble already, king?” Hiplina laughed.
Regina had a large plate with a high lip filled with shredded pork. “Eat.” 
She shoved it in my arms. As I held the piece, she started to pull pieces out and eat them. A few seemed to note her behavior as odd, but left it alone.
Britanica leaned in on my other side. “You should feed her, especially after she stood up for you.”
I grabbed a piece of meat and shoved it into her mouth. “Thank you.”
She tried not to choke, and I ignored her, eating some meat myself.
The others laughed as she swallowed. “You are welcome, but normally, you offer up the meat and let me eat it out of your hands.”
“My bad,” I said sarcastically. “New at this.”
The other dragons just howled in laughter, unfortunately drawing the attention of the nearby women.
“You should not draw so much attention. Tindrel is not the only one who is watching you,” Regina warned me.
I ate more meat, using my peripheral vision to look for myself. Sure enough, a few of the other Amazonian women dragons were watching me.
“Should I worry?” I asked.
“Not if you stay close. Eat. Then we’ll return to my hut.” Regina had a smile tugging at the corner of her lips, and Britanica smacked her on the back in congratulations.
“So smooth,” the blonde teased her.
I rolled my eyes and filled my stomach, not realizing just how hungry I had been. And it didn’t hurt that the meat was tasty. I could feel the mana in it nourishing my dragon, which was still injured from being knocked out of the sky by Regina earlier.
“Is it that much tastier than what you normally eat?” Regina watched me dig in with a fascination.
I paused, considering how much I wanted to tell her. But ultimately, I couldn’t think of a way she’d be able to use it against me. “Most of Earth is filled with humans, and we hide our natures. So I don’t often get to eat things this rich in mana.”
“What about the beasts?” Hiplina asked with a frown.
I laughed. “About the biggest we normally eat is a cow, and that is about half the size of one of those boars. It has just the barest trickle of mana.”
“Then are you considered big for a dragon outside?” Regina asked.
“Yes. There aren’t many bigger than me. The former king, Brom, is still alive and he’s comparable to your size. Why?” I suddenly had a dreadful thought. “How much bigger do the dragons here get?”
They looked around at each other with mirthful smiles.
“Much bigger,” was all Regina said, turning to the others. “Gretch, get us some more.”
The other dragon hopped up to get me more food, coming back with a bowl that she upturned over my plate, piling it high.
“Eat. Mana rich meat is nothing we lack here,” Regina commented, continuing to eat off my plate but leaving most for me.
I packed on the meat, happy to continue eating. I listened as the other dragons chatted about this or that around the village. I was left out of the conversation and happy to just relax into the meal.
They mostly gossiped, talking about which males were available for breeding. It seemed as if men often left households and rejoined other women when the one hosting them got pregnant.
I took another bite, scanning around the area as subtly as I could. The men continued to move about the dinner area as if everything was normal. I knew it was normal for them, but it was hard to watch.
“Come with me. We are done.” Regina took the last of the meat and put the plate down. “We will see all of you tomorrow.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet, dragging me from the communal dinner.
“That was sudden,” I commented.
“I am tired, and the stares you are getting do not make me eager to stick around. You are new and interesting.” She pulled me through the quiet village and to her hut.
“Should we prepare for someone to come bother us tonight?” I asked.
“Of course not.” She frowned. “Why would someone be so cowardly as to attack us at night?”
“Never mind,” I sighed and went into her hut. At least their sense of amazonian pride would prevent that.
The sun was close to setting, casting a warm light over her bed. I looked around, realizing for the first time that there was only one bed in the small hut. And there was barely any floor space unless I moved the basin and slept in the wet bathroom.
“You’ll sleep in the bed.” She had noticed my scanning of the room.
I let out a small sigh of relief. I needed a good night’s sleep. Slipping out of my sack clothing, I slipped under the fur covers. They were extremely soft and felt like a luxury after being out in the Wilds. My polyester tents were a modern comfort, but I didn’t have such cozy blankets.
Regina slid in on the other side.
“Excuse me?” I balked, wondering what she was planning.
“The bed is big enough for two. I assume you aren’t going to kick me out of my own bed. Besides, I’m not some animal that will take advantage of you in your sleep. Calm down.” She treated me like an idiot and fluffed the roll of furs that we were both using as a pillow.
I tried to calm myself down. “Right. Just sleeping in the bed.”
Regina didn’t answer me. She’d already curled up under the covers, and her heavy breathing told me that she was already asleep.
I hadn’t considered how exhausted she probably had been after all the days in the jungle hunting me. She was also in her own home. I couldn’t shake the unsettling feeling of being in an unknown place. I tossed and turned for a bit, my mind whirling.
I was going to meet my mother the next morning. I had so many questions for her. I played it out, running through all the possible outcomes as I struggled to fall asleep.
***Rays of sunlight reached me, waking me from my sleep.
I’d managed to fall asleep at some point during the night. Reaching out groggily, I expected myself to have company, but no one was in the bed.
“You are a terrible sleeper. You toss too much in your sleep.” Regina was sitting on a chair watching me sleep.
“Creep. Are you just watching me sleep?”
“Yes? You calmed down when I watched over you. Many males do; it is the protection we offer that calms them. You’ll understand in time.” She spoke as if I was going to be in the village for a long time.
And that definitely wasn’t my plan. “Is it time to go meet Tiamat?”
“Have some breakfast first.” She pushed a plate of some fishy smelling meat into my hands as I sat up in the bed.
I took a small taste. It was rich with both mana and flavor. “Damn, this is good food.”
“Mana tastes good to dragons.” She grinned. “Eat, then we can go bathe under the waterfall.”
“I want to go see Tiamat.”
“Not smelling like that.” Her nostrils flared, and I was reminded of dragons’ enhanced senses.
I wrinkled my nose. “Fine. But let’s at least go see if I can’t talk to the guards. We can bathe after.”
She narrowed her eyes at me and finally shrugged. “Fine. Let’s see if Tiamat is actually interested in you.”
I grinned, finally getting my way. I scooped the fish with my hands and shoveled it off the plate into my mouth. “Done,” I said with my mouthful, putting the plate down.
Regina frowned. “I worked hard to catch that for you this morning. The tulutu are a rare, mana rich fish.”
I froze, suddenly feeling ungrateful. “I appreciate it. It was absolutely delicious. I’m just excited.” I got up and threw on my sack, heading out of her hut.
She wasn’t far behind, ducking around the doorway. I noticed that she was wearing plainer clothes. She kept close to me as I moved through the village, heading straight for Tiamat’s temple.
With my goal being so close, I was vibrating with a mixture of excitement and nervousness.
This was it. I was going to meet my mother. I felt a pang of guilt; I knew Maeve would be trying to save her mother. But I couldn’t turn away from this.
“You okay?” Regina asked.
“First time meeting my mother, sort of,” I said. “It’s weird.”
The red only grunted and continued to walk with me. “We don’t do a whole lot of mothering here. I just want to make sure you don’t expect too much. A female dragon is left in the care of the warriors once she’s five, and we don’t really respect the bonds of mother and daughter after she can hold a spear.”
I was half-heartedly listening, but after meeting Tia, it was hard to believe that’s what I would find. There was no way Tiamat would deny me. If anything, she would probably smother me.
I was charging forward. The temple was just ahead.
The two guards stood at ease, leaning on their spears. The way in was open. I moved forward, pushing straight through them.
“Whoa. Hold on.” One of them pivoted and snatched the back of my sack.
Instincts flared from training with Morgana, and I half-snapped a backhand into her face before stopping it short.
“Want to fight?” She grabbed my arm and wrenched it behind my back. “Regina, your male has a little fire in him.”
“Apologies. He wanted to pay his respects to Tiamat.” Regina came up behind me and whispered, “I’ll handle this; just stay calm.”
The beast was raging in my chest at being manhandled. I was getting pretty damn tired of pretending to be weak in the village. I would have their respect.
“You better keep a good leash on him. He’s very attractive. I’m not sure I could keep the girls’ hands off him if he needed to spend some time in jail to cool off,” the guard warned while the other snickered.
“You know, Tiff, I think he might need to go after all. How about I go drop him off? Cover my shift for an hour?” The other guard smirked.
It took a minute before I followed her implication. “Get off of me.” It came out a little growlier than I had intended.
I was shoved back, and Regina caught me.
“Calm down,” she reminded me.
“Either way,” Tiff said, leaning on her spear. “He doesn’t get to go see Tiamat. She doesn’t see men since that one broke her heart.”
I was done. I raised my eyes and glared at them, daring them to challenge me. As our eyes met, their demeanor immediately changed. Their faces grew deadly serious, and the shaft of their spear snapped at Regina and me.
The red took the blow as the other swept low with her spear taking out my legs. Both spears spun down, and their tips were pointed at me.
“What the fuck. I’m tired of this shit.” I grabbed one of the spears only for the butt to come around like the whip of a dragon tail and crack painfully against my arm.
“His eyes,” the guard growled.
I cursed. I hadn’t even thought about my dragon eyes. I must have gotten so worked up that they’d shifted.
“His dragon is rising to the surface. Did you know about this Regina?” The guard’s tone was full of warning. “If you did, there would be hell to pay.”
The red dragon stepped back with her hands up.
I looked up, realizing that several more of Tiamat’s guards had appeared. We were about to be in deep shit, and the only person that could help us was on the other side of the guards.
I looked behind me, not feeling better when Regina’s cool exterior was gone, replaced by genuine concern.
“He’s been rather feisty lately,” she admitted. “But that’s the first time I've seen his eyes shift like that.”
I realized she was being careful. She wasn’t lying, but she was trying to cover for me
“He’s a danger to us all,” a guard snapped.
Two guards moved forward, roughly grabbing me and lifting me up by my arms.
“I just need to meet Tiamat,” I growled.
“So you can attack her like some rabid man who's dragon is rising?” The guard holding me scoffed.
I was quickly running out of options, so I went with my backup plan. I may not know this reincarnation, but I knew a past one. I hoped I was right that they would be similar.
“Tiamat! Tia! I know where Bart is!” I put my full dragon strength into my yell, my voice booming across the village. I’d partially lied, but I knew how much he meant to her. I had a sneaking suspicion that he was the one that had helped me escape the village.
My words echoed against the cliffs, dying off. I waited, but there was no other noise in return. My heart sank as the whistle of a spear shaft sounded. It hit me in the head, and I tumbled back to the ground.
“Shut up,” the guard growled and pushed me down to the ground as they started to tie me.
Regina was in a similar situation, being pinned by four guards and cord being wrapped around her arms.
She glared at me. “You’re terrible at being calm.”




Chapter 19


“You two will go to our prison. Regina, once you cool off, you will be released. You can go on the next hunt.” Tiff hauled her to her feet. 
“I am calm.” Regina tossed her hair to get it out of her face.
“To try and bring this male to Tiamat, you clearly need some time to think. I’m going to advise you that you take the opportunity to calm down.” Tiff glared at Regina, as if she was doing her a favor.
As I was being hauled off the ground, I sized up the others, trying to decide if I could fight my way through. But we were surrounded by a dozen guards, and Regina looked defeated. I didn’t love my chances.
They started pulling us towards the village by our bindings as murmurs sounded ahead of us. The villagers were all looking up towards the waterfall, pointing.
The guards around us slowed, turning to see what was drawing so much attention. Pivoting with them, I saw what was grabbing attention. A giant green dragon head poked above the mountain.
For a second, my hopes got the better of me. I thought it might be my mother. But then the lack of horns and the presence of feathers as it crawled further over the mountain made my heart sink.
It was a familiar monstrosity, the Quezalcoatl.
“What the fuck is that doing here?” the guards shouted.
For a second, I was forgotten as they all stared up at the large feathered and winged serpent, which was winding its way around the mountain, staring down at the village like it was searching for something.
I lowered my head and took a few steps away from the guard, using their shock to try to make an escape. They hadn’t bound me nearly as securely as Regina had on our way to the village. They didn’t realize I had my full dragon strength.
I shifted a finger and started working on my bindings, sawing my claw over the hardy vines. I started making progress, but the vines were tough.
The Quezalcoatl was flaring its nostrils as it scanned. Its head pivoted until it centered on me. Our eyes locked, and it was looking at me with an intensity that made me very uncomfortable.
And unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one to notice.
“Why does it want him?” a guard asked.
“Doesn’t matter. Offer him up on a platter,” another said quickly terror in her voice.
Following her statement, a deep rumble sounded from the temple.
A dragon seemed to grow out of it, her claws tearing into the side of the mountain as she pulled herself up, shifting larger and larger. As she grew, her scales rippled in different chromatic colors.
“Quezalcoatl. Why are you bothering my domain?” Tiamat’s voice boomed as she continued to grow. I kept waiting for her to stop growing, but it just continued.
She kept growing until she could swallow the village whole.
She wasn’t as big as the Quezalcoatl, but she certainly was big enough that she could pose a threat to it.
“I have been tracking a particularly delectable prey,” Quezalcoatl spoke with a thick accent. “It is here.” Its eyes shifted to me, and the guards around me backed away as if to confirm they weren’t its target.
Tiamat shifted only marginally to see me. She squinted before furrowing her brow. I wanted to shout at her, but something told me it wasn’t the right time. Instead, I settled for a wave as I broke my bindings.
She shifted her attention back to Quezalcoatl. “And why would you continue your hunt in my territory?”
“It is…” Quezalcoatl breathed deep as if scenting the whole village. “Too tempting.”
“You’d fight me over it? I don’t take kindly to you hunting in my territory.” Tiamat’s claws tore into the mountainside as she showed her teeth.
The larger monster hesitated, seeming to debate the answer to her question. Its tongue slipped out tasting the air, and its eyes narrowed before it snapped at Tiamat.
The giant dragon moved fast, her claw batting away the snake’s head before her teeth tore into the side of its neck.
Jerking away from the village, Tiamat pulled it away from the village as the two colossal monsters smashed into the side of the mountain and rolled off to the other side.
I stared after my mother for only a moment before making my decision.
My legs shifted and I put all the strength I could into them as I launched myself skyward, shifting as I did. My wings beat in the air before I was fully shifted, and I flew up and over the mountain to get a view of what was happening.
The guards were shouting, but I ignored them, instead focusing on helping Tiamat. I showed off my scales, rippling through their colors, including both the metallic and chromatic.
Quezalcoatl flailed on the other side as Tiamat ravaged him like a mad dog.
Size wise, it was like watching a dog tussle with an anaconda, only magnified several thousand times.
I was joined in the air by nearly a hundred dragons ranging in sizes from single stadium size to five stadiums stacked in a row.
The village was filled with giant dragons, although none compared to Tiamat. My mother could have walked up the mountain in only several strides.
Quezalcoatl coiled away much like a snake before rising to see Tiamat and the small army of dragons flying in the air. Its eyes centered on me with a hiss.
“You will die here today if you push your luck, Quezalcoatl. I will give you this last chance to leave my territory,” Tiamat warned, taking a proud stance and looking at my dragon out of the corner of her eye.
I saw her eyes widen with a brief moment of shock as she watched my colors shift. Turning back to the Quezalcoatl, a new look of determination was on her draconic face.
The Quezalcoatl seemed undecided as it coiled around itself, destroying the jungle below it. “It is but one dragon,” it argued.
“It is my offspring,” Tiamat boomed with a growl that shook the mountain.
Its tongue hissed out, making a noise closer to a jet engine given its size. “I will remember this.” It coiled around itself again before fanning out its great feathered wings and flapping to lift itself into the air.
Tiamat let out a great sigh and turned to focus on me with a low growl. “You.” 
A powerful aura slammed into me, and my beast became a docile kitten in an instant. She was quick for her size. Tiamat’s wings beat, and she was on me instantly.
As she snapped down, I thought I was a goner, but then her teeth closed around the back of my neck. She pulled upward, and something about the move made my body go limp.
“You’ve been a bad whelp,” she growled with my scruff in her neck.
“Mistress! He needs his dragon sealed.” A large black dragon flew next to my mother. Something about her tone reminded me of the guard dragons.
Tiamat roughly slapped her out of the air. “You do not touch my son,” she growled around me in her mouth. “If you have harmed my son, flee before I find out. Your chances would be better in the wilds.”
Tiamat climbed back over the mountain, carrying me like a mother cat with her kitten. “Shift,” she mumbled as we neared the ground.
I shifted, knowing that we needed to talk. I shrank to a smaller size as she matched me, keeping a firm hold on me throughout. Still carrying me, she marched into the temple in her human form, reminding me very much of the Tia I had met in the crystal.
Tiamat had the same messy hair that seemed impossible to manage. Only now that I was thinking about it, that might have been a typical characteristic of red dragons.
She looked at me for a second before she grabbed me in a fierce hug and lifted me off the ground, shaking me like a little girl with her favorite dolly.
“My son! I missed you!” She smothered my cheeks with kisses. “Come, come. Call me mom. Do it. Do it. DO IT!” She became increasingly intense.
“Mother, please put me down. I’m a grown man, and we are both naked,” I tried to reason with her.
“Nonsense.” She let go of me and grabbed my arm. “Attendants! Come dress us,” she shouted, and several dragons rushed out of a stairway with clothes.
She only relinquished my arm for the second it took for them to put on her bra and then snatched it again, as if she was worried I was going to run. The attendants stuffed a nicer sack over my head and pulled my arms through the holes before Tiamat caught my arm again.
“Better.” She then crushed me with a hug and started to drag me to the stairs. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”
Despite wanting to fight her, I just couldn’t. It was like being caught in a steel bear trap that somehow was also comfortingly motherly. Letting out a sigh of defeat, I let her drag me back into the temple.
As soon as we got into the building, she just held me, rubbing her face on the top of my head.
Given the height difference, my legs were now dragging on the ground.
“I missed you so much, my little darling. My little baby is back,” Tiamat continued to dote on me. “When you disappeared, I tore the jungle apart. But I couldn’t find you and that damned husband of mine.”
“So Bart was the one who ferried me out of here?”
Tiamat hissed. “Don’t say that name. Where is he?” She turned my face so she was staring into my eyes. “I’ll rip him apart.”
“No idea,” I answered honestly. “I was raised by two humans, with my dragon sealed. I had no idea I was anything but a human until more recently.”
Her eyes grew wide, and she sandwiched my face between her hands as she smushed my cheeks and searched my eyes. “Truly?”
I nodded.
Tiamat let out a heavy sigh and dragged me to a long table, sitting me down at one end. “Servants, I want a feast to feed a kingdom. My son has come home,” she announced it, and there was a scrambling of feet. “Tell me everything. You were raised by humans?”
“Outside of the faerie, in a city called Philadelphia.” I grabbed a grape off a platter. “Now, I want to know what happened to you.”
“No.” She pushed the bowl practically into my lap as she sat next to me, leaning forward intently. “I don’t even know where ‘Philly’ is. Tell me everything. Who raised you?”
“Philly is in America…” I paused, realizing that since her last reincarnation, it had likely been at least five hundred years. “America is across the Atlantic ocean. There’s a large continent to the north. I grew up on the east coast of that continent.”
She bobbed her head in understanding. “I know of it. Long ago, your father and I ruled the skies and the world. I’ve traveled all over. Tell me more.”
“I was raised in the suburbs by two lovely, but elderly parents. They’ve passed away now.” I felt a slight pang at the thought. I hadn’t been back the past year to visit their grave.
Tiamat came around the corner of the table. “Don’t worry, my baby, momma’s here. I won’t ever leave you.”
“About that—” I started, but then guards came in ushering in a newly clothed Regina.
“Who’s this?” Tiamat scowled, and her nostrils flared as she sniffed me and then moved over to Regina and smelled her.
The guard looked a little nervous and the claw marks on her shoulder told me she was the one that Tiamat had knocked out of the sky. “She was with the male. I thought you may want to question her.” 
The guard looked over at me, not bothering to hide the contempt as she did. Yet she seemed to be trying to get back in Tiamat’s favor.
Tiamat appraised the guard. “This is my son.” She punctuated each word like a gong before sending the guard crashing into the wall.
Regina tried to back up, but she was too slow.
Tiamat had her by the throat and lifted her up. “You smell like my son.”
“Mother, put her down. She led me here. Well… she captured me…” I trailed off, not sure why I had started to defend her. Then I nearly choked on a grape with what she said next.
“You aren’t good enough for my son,” Tiamat growled and threw Regina out. She smoothed her outfit back out before turning to grin at me. 
“Mother…” I started, and she melted.
“Say it again!” She jumped up and down. “Say it again.”
I let out an exasperated sigh. “Mother.”
She squealed and grabbed me by the shoulders, hauling me into yet another hug. “My son has returned, and he’s calling me mother. This is the best day ever!” She crushed me once more before setting me back down.
“So. Were you born here?” I asked her.
She nodded. “Yes, not long after they moved here. Both your father and I were born here, but his dragon was sealed and his memories didn’t come until later, when I protected him from having his dragon resealed. What we are forced to do to the men is a tragedy.”
"You could unseal them." I pointed out.
She frowned at me. "The first generation to arrive here had nine males. Within five years they had either fled into the wilds on their own and died or killed each other. There were two left, kept on opposite sides of the village and under guard so they didn't kill each other. What would you have me do? Let those two rule the roost, kill any young male dragons that were born?"
"They wouldn't have." Though, I wasn't even sure I believed it myself.
"Not their own, but the other's children? Yes they would. So we sealed the male children to protect them." Tiamat looked in the direction of the village. "We do our best to protect them, including from themselves. Every woman out there knows that if something happens to the men of the village, we are done for. After we watched dozens die Ares fled thinking the Church had won. Their blitz on the island was a slaughter."
I nodded. It sounded familiar to what Poly had guessed. “The dragons here fled from the war with the Church?”
She nodded. “From their perspective, the training island they were on was deep within dragon territory. For it to be attacked, many dragons had to have already died. So, they ran. How is it outside Faerie?”
“Different. Human technology has boomed, so has the human population. The paranormal have survived, but we stay hidden. There are about fifty dragons left.”
“That’s all?” She raised an eyebrow. “There are two hundred, maybe two hundred and fifty dragons in the village.”
“All of which are huge from eating a Fae Wilds diet. Honestly, you could all march out of Faerie and would instantly become a global power among the paranormal,” I added, hoping that maybe they would leave the Wilds.
But she disappointed me. “Can’t. We have a bargain with The Dreamer. I must stay and so must the village.” But she tapped at her chin. "We could send the next generation of males, let them live full lives." At least she was willing to give some concessions.
I paused, suddenly realizing there was more to the problem. “As for the men, I'm sure we can figure something out, we desperately need more dragons. I guess the same is true here? Regina, who you just kicked out, was as big as some of the biggest dragons outside. From what I just saw when we all faced off against Quezalcoatl, you have many larger dragons even. Your village is probably providing a ton of mana to faerie.” Not to mention the needs of said large dragons might be more than was sustainable outside of faerie. Letting the future children filter out of Faerie might be the best option.
Tiamat chuckled darkly. “Yes. I am quite large this life, and quite powerful.” She had a smug grin on her face. “But forget about that girl. Forget all your women. We’ll hold a tournament here to see which woman is worthy of you. You can only have the strongest.”
“Mother, I already have a small harem of mates,” I tried to reason with her.
“Nonsense!” She smacked the table. “My son only deserves the best. I bet they are all weaklings based on what you say of life outside Faerie.”
I realized she might be right. Compared to all these wild fae-fed dragons, they weren’t the strongest. But they were mine. And Tiamat and I clearly needed some boundaries set. “If you touch a hair on any of my mates’ heads, I’ll never speak to you again.”
Tiamat growled at me. “You’d choose them over your own mother?”
“Choose my mates who have had my back over the mother who abandoned me? Yes.” I pushed her away.
“No!!” She clung to me. “I didn’t abandon you. Please, I’ll give these mates of yours a chance. Is this Regina one? I’ll have the attendants bring her back in.”
I shook my head, and she let out a sigh of relief.
“Good. She’s quite weak. Too weak for my son. I need you to get a strong wife so that when you bring the rest here they can be protected.” She nodded to herself.
“My other mates aren’t coming here. Well, some of them are in Faerie. But that’s not the plan at the moment. I am in the Fae Wilds to help the Winter fae, then I have to get back to my wedding,” I declared.
Tiamat looked at me, blinking a few times as if my words didn’t make any sense to her. “Have to get back? You can’t go. You just got here.” She grabbed me and held me in place. “I just got my son back; you are not leaving.”
I sighed. “I don’t have long, mother. But I will catch you up on my life, how about that?”
She nodded with a sly smile, her eyes eager as she leaned forward, her face awkwardly close to mine.




Chapter 20


I stared at my mother from the other side of the iron bars. “You said you’d help me with The Dreamer.” 
“You said you’d stay a week,” she replied airily as she looked around the ‘room’ as she’d called it. “And that you wanted to leave to get your other women. You can’t leave. You just got back!” She shook her head, staring back at me. “I missed you so much. You could stay, become king here.”
“My mates are wandering the Wilds. They could be in danger. I’ll stay with you for a week, but then I need to get them.”
Tiamat just crossed her arms outside the cage she had stuffed me into. “Fine. I’ll have the others go find them.”
“They have my marks; I can find them easily,” I argued back.
“You have to at least stay until I can find you a reasonable mate. One that is strong. Besides, you said you wanted to go make a deal with The Dreamer; you need me for that,” she reminded me.
“Yes, I do. So I’ll stay a week with you, and then I will be out of time. I need to get Winter and get out of the Wilds and back to my mates for my wedding.” I rubbed my face, trying to hold back the groan.
This Tiamat was so similar to her reincarnation. But I hadn’t realized how much Bart had helped keep her at least slightly reasonable. Pausing, I decided to see if it helped at all.
“By the way, when I was at the dragon conclave, I found this.” I pulled the crystal with Tia and Bart out of my bracer and held it up to Tiamat.
She picked it up with a strange expression. “You’ve met the me in here?”
“Yes,” I admitted.
She growled and took it away from me, peeping inside to see Tia and Bart. “Have you called her mother?”
“Hello!” Tia shouted from the crystal.
Tiamat fumbled and nearly dropped it. “You can speak from there?”
“Oh, yeah. One of my son… our son’s mates helped upgrade it. She’s a wonderful wizard. It’s so nice to meet you!” Tia paused, her smile leaving her face a moment later. “Where have you been? I cannot believe you abandoned our son! Get in here. I want to have a word.” 
Tia started to throw a fit in the crystal until Tiamat covered it in both of her hands, muffling the noise.
Tiamat studied the crystal for a moment, considering her other self. “I can fix this. I’ll share memories with her.” Tiamat eyed my cage. “Don’t do anything funny or I’ll have to start putting more guards on you. Besides, I think it’s a lovely room.”
No matter how much my mother tried to spin it, it was a cage, a jail cell to be particular. “You aren’t getting out of this that easily,” I growled at my mother.
She smiled and waved at me as she skipped away with the crystal.
I shifted my gaze to the two guards she had put on me. “I don’t suppose either of you would let me out?”
“And risk her wrath? No way.” The first guard shook her head with a little laugh. “I haven’t seen her so worked up in ages.”
“You really are her son?” the other asked.
I nodded. “Yes, so does that mean I have enough authority to free myself?” I put two hands on the bars. I knew that with just a little strength, I could bend them.
“Please don’t get us in trouble. If you were to escape, we’d probably both be dead as soon as she found out,” the first pleaded with me.
I paused, thrown by how pleasant they were being. Apparently, I wasn’t quite the lowly man to them that I once had been.
“Besides, there is a tournament tomorrow for the opportunity to mate with you,” the second tried to cheer me up. “Whoever wins will treat you right, especially since Tiamat is your mother. You have powerful blood.”
I sighed and leaned back against the cool stone wall. “She’s really something, isn’t she?” I grumbled.
“Yes, Tiamat is incredible.” The guard looked honored to be working for my mother.
All I could do was press my head against the wall in hope for a miracle.
***Regina wiped the blood from the corner of her mouth, still working to heal the wounds from being tossed about by Tiamat. She’d just walked out of the sacred dwelling, and she was trying to figure out what had gone wrong.
Regina had been so kind to the male. She’d expected to earn his respect and his seed, and for Tiamat to embrace her as the one who had brought back her son. But instead she’d been thrown on her ass and called unworthy.
She should just move on, but there was something about the male that drew her to him. He was stubborn and headstrong, and she should have wanted to run the other way, but she didn’t. She wanted to know more about him. He was so different from the men of the village. Something in her, yearned for a strong man like him.
“Did you hear? There’s a tournament for Zach’s mate.” Fauldina caught up to Regina as she stepped back out into the village.
“It doesn’t matter; he’ll fight anyone she places before him.” Regina knew the stubborn male well enough to know that no one would be the satisfied winner of that competition.
“What do you mean?” Fauldina asked.
“If you are interested in him, there is another, much more effective way to get his attention.” Regina rubbed at her jaw as a plan started to form in her mind.
“What would that be?”
Regina didn’t answer immediately. “Gather the girls. I have a plan, but I need all of your help.”
***Hiplina had been the one to find the group first as Regina and the others in her group had scoured the Wilds, trying to track down the other dragons that didn’t belong in their village and the winged woman.
Regina stalked the group, assessing their strengths. There were two Winter Fae, two dragons, and the angel. They had been heading straight for Tiamat’s territory, most likely to find their man.
“Should we capture them?” Brit asked.
“No,” Regina sighed. “Let me try to talk to them first, but be ready.” She stepped out of the bushes in front of the group. “Hello.”
The angel spun her spear around, and the taller of the dragons looked like she was ready to spring into action. Regina eyed the dragon’s stance. Something about it was familiar, and she instinctively knew the woman was an incredibly seasoned warrior. 
“I come in peace.” She held up her hands, showing her spear.
“Who are you?” The dragon squared up against Regina.
“Friends of the king, Zach.” She fudged the truth a bit, but she had a feeling starting out with the fact that he was in a cage may not go over well. And she wasn’t sure she could call herself a friend. But she was trying.
The tall dragon snapped a kick that nearly took her knee out. Regina turned into the kick and she still was hit, but at least the joint was still functioning.
She tried to defend herself with the spear, but it was like the tall dragon knew her moves. The dragon flowed along with her movements, twisting Regina’s arm behind her and using the leverage to push her down to the ground.
“I am Polydora, mate of Zach Pendragon. Where is my mate?” the tall dragon demanded.
Regina was going to reply, but then her fellow dragon burst out of the brush, trying to defend her.
Regina’s team rushed Polydora, who kicked Regina away, using her spear and blocking two of them. Then Polydora spun the butt of her spear into another’s gut and used that dragon as a shield from Fauldina.
“Stop,” Regina shouted. “She’s a very skilled warrior.”
“Better fucking believe it,” Polydora snorted and played with her spear. “But you all fight like people I used to know. You are all from Themyscira?”
Regina shook her head. “No, but our people were. I was born in the Wilds. Why, did you train there once?”
“I did. And then returned from time to time to train the new whelps.” Polydora smirked and played with her spear before leveling it at Regina’s jugular. “Now, where is my mate?”
“Captured by his mother,” Regina answered honestly.
The entire group looked at each other with frowns.
“His mother?” the smaller dragon asked. “His mother is dead.”
Regina shook her head. “No. Tiamat is very much alive. She is the leader of our village. We took him back to our village, and she took him from us. Now there is a tournament for which woman gets to mate him.”
“Then why aren’t you fighting for him?” the smaller dragon growled.
“My hopes of winning are low. I’m a hunter, not a duelist.” Regina sat. “Besides, I have spent enough time with him to know that anyone to ‘win’ him this way will not win at all.”
“At least she’s not stupid.” The angel barked a laugh. “Zach is far too stubborn for something like what his mother is arranging.”
Regina nodded. “I thought maybe finding all of you will help me stop the tournament, and maybe have a chance with him.”
“That’s not what you said,” Hiplina growled. “You said this was so we could all mate him.”
“I stand by it. This was the best route,” Regina said. “If you want to be with the fiery male, you must show that you understand them and will back their needs. If you can’t at least respect him, you have no shot.”
Polydora grabbed her elbow and lifted her off the ground. “I love a good tournament. Show me the fucking way. I’m ready to rip some females a new one. What are the rules?”
“Halspa,” Regina replied, and Zach’s tall mate seemed to recognize it as she grinned ear to ear.
“Well then, let us go.” Polydora nearly skipped as she pushed Regina forward.
***I had been under constant watch before they finally let me out. I was angry at my mother and not in the mood as I stood next to her near a fighting pit. 
“Oh boy, is this where I meet my new wife?” My tone was dripping with sarcasm.
“Sit, dear.” My mother patted the throne next to her, which was decorated with bones and bright feathers. “All of these women are here to impress you. Look at them. Are there any that catch your eye?”
I scanned them briefly, but I barely even paid attention. Regardless of who I liked, she was set on the woman being the supposed strongest. She didn’t seem to understand that there could be other skills that I needed.
I pointedly let out a yawn and leaned back, deciding not to give it the time of day. But then there was a small commotion as another woman strode into the fighting pit.
Unable to help myself, I looked down. The woman stuck out. She wasn’t wearing the traditional clothing of the village.
I squinted and my eyes shifted.
Poly-motherfucking-dora was down there standing next to Regina, looking smug as shit as she prepared to fight.
“Oh, who caught your attention?” Tiamat asked me excitedly, even though she was already following my line of sight down to the pit where Polydora stood.
Her face fell. “She’s marked… by you.”
“Yes. She’s one of my mates, and when she wins, I’ll happily go with her,” I said proudly. “If you go back on your word, you’ll never see me again.”
Tiamat growled so loud the whole arena looked up at her as the mountain shook. “No woman is good enough for my son,” she hissed. “How dare she have your mark.”
I jumped up while my guards were distracted. “She’s my mate. I chose her.”
“She’ll take you from me,” Tiamat whined. “I just got my baby boy back.”
Glaring at my mother as she gave me puppy dog eyes, I had no idea what to do with her. “Then tell me, what was the purpose of this?”
“To stall more,” she answered honestly. “The winner will likely be very injured, and you’ll have to wait before you can leave with her.” She smiled brilliantly. “That way, you have to stay here!”
You weren't supposed to just tell me the grand plan. I rubbed a hand over my face.
“This is insane. You might as well cancel this whole thing.” I waved at the women lining up for a chance to fight for me.
“Can’t.” She smiled and leaned back on her throne. “They are too excited, and it would be poor form. But if your mate dies fighting for you, then don’t worry, momma will be here to comfort you. You can mourn here for a decade or two. I won’t mind.”
Rolling my eyes, I sat back down and waved at Polydora, who smiled in response. She wasn’t going to die. The arena wasn’t that big, and there was a rack of weapons in the center. That meant it was a fight in human or hybrid forms. I was confident Poly could match their best fighters. The only reason I managed to subdue the seasoned warrior was that my dragon was bigger.
My attention didn’t go unnoticed. A number of other participants were now sizing up Polydora. The women in general were lined up like they were on two teams.
Another two women came down and placed a few more weapons up against the wracks in the center. The fighters each bowed and backed up to touch the wall.
I watched as Polydora went through each motion as if she’d done it before. She seemed to know the customs.
“This is the fun part.” Tiamat stood while the warrior women all rested a single hand along the wall of the pit, looking eager to rush the rack of weapons. “Fighters! Standard rules. The last one standing will win the right to mark my son.”
I rolled my eyes and looked down at Polydora, who grinned back up at me confidently. I trusted her, but I’d fought with these women. They were highly skilled, and I wasn’t sure she could take all of them.
“Fight!” Tiamat shouted and sat back down, clapping her hands in glee as the fighters rushed the rack of weapons.
But not every fighter went for the rack.
Polydora tackled a woman rather than fight over the weapon, bringing her to the ground and swiftly wrecking her with an elbow to the temple. Two other experienced fighters did the same, opting for a scrimmage on the ground rather than a battle with weapons.
Near Polydora, Regina tackled one of the dragons who had just taken down another, trying to knock them out. But Regina ended up on her back in short order and was just trying to survive as the woman tried to choke her out.
Polydora got up and dove across the area, ripping the opponent off the red dragon and rolled with her new opponent until Poly dragged her down to the floor of the arena. Then Regina came running like a kicker ready to punt.
I had to look away and wince.
“Come on. That’s the best part!” My mother popped grapes into her mouth and chewed while she leaned forward, enjoying the blood sport.
I looked back, watching the mess. Women had weapons from the rack now, and not only were they tackling each other, but they had sharp enough blades to draw blood.
Poly used her bracers to block someone coming at her with a sword, twisting the blade out of their hand and tossed it to Regina. The red dragon watched her back as Polydora bobbed around the dwindling mass in the center.
Fighters were going down left and right, a few women not in the fight coming into the area to grab the wounded and drag them out. A few black dragons seemed to be on standby, helping heal those who were out of the fight.
But there were still a number of fighters left. A large woman that I recognized had gotten ahold of a heavy looking ax. Tindrel walked forward, cutting down a dragon in front of her as two others flanked her, keeping any others at bay.
Tindrel and her group, now equipped with weapons, backed away from the confusing melee in the center of the arena.
Poly chose another woman, twisting a trident out of her grip and sending her sprawling with a sharp crack of the butt of the weapon. Regina pulled her back, and the two of them picked off lone dragons that escaped the melee.
I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Go Polydora!”
“You can’t cheer for one of them. That’s not in the spirit of the game!” Tiamat sputtered.
“She’s my mate, mother. And you’re lucky I’m still sitting here,” I growled back. “It’s taking everything in me not to go down there and rip the throat out of anybody threatening my mate.”
“Fine. Fine.” Tiamat grabbed my shoulder. “After this is over, you can bring your mates back to the temple. I’ll have my healers tend to them.” She seemed to realize it was time to give me concessions or she was going to lose this battle of stubborn wills.
I nodded, realizing my other mates were likely close by. I focused on my marks and felt Trina and Helena in the crowd as well. My heart soared when I found them, and using my dragon sight, I spotted two blue-skinned fae right next to them.
They had all made it safely through the Wilds. I let out a heavy breath as a weight left me.
Movement below caught my attention, and I watched as Tindrel caught a poor young dragon between her two supporters and cleaved her arm right off.
“They can reattach that, right?” I asked Tiamat.
She bobbed her head, eating grapes quicker in her excitement. “Not a problem. But it looks like we are down to the finals.”
“Are you rooting for Tindrel? She’s a brute.” I already didn’t like the woman.
“Yes, she’s broken a few males. But she’s quite strong,” Tiamat offered without much concern. “And she wouldn’t dare try to break you. It will be fine.”
Poly rushed forward with her trident, only to dodge back when Tindrel’s helpers tried to meet her. My bronze dragon was skilled and knew what to do. She used her trident to hook their weapon, twisting it out of their hands and cutting their bicep deep.
Tindrel swung hard with her heavy ax, forcing Polydora to block while Tindrel’s grunt rushed Polydora with a spear. But it was all a ruse.
Regina screamed and came from the side, cutting into Tindrel’s side as her supporter got Poly across the thigh. The onlookers gasped as the smaller hunter dragon dug deep into the fighter’s side.
Tindrel held her side and swung wide to drive Regina back, but the red had done enough damage. Tindrel wasn’t going to last much longer.
One of Tindrel’s helpers tried to attack Poly and finish her off, but my mate fought while hobbling on one leg, taking that helper down. But it required leaving herself open as the other helper got to her.
Polydora twisted, catching the second helper, but then holding her hands up in surrender. She was effectively hobbled. My dragon was going crazy, and I was moments away from ripping all their heads from their shoulders.
A black dragon rushed out to help Polydora. I watched carefully for how they would treat my wounded mate. But Polydora’s fighting had apparently earned the respect of the other women dragons. They immediately started treating her, leaving just Tindrel and Regina in battle.
The two circled. Tindrel was deeply wounded and dragging her ax on the arena floor.
Meanwhile, Regina was looking healthy and whole, holding her large blade in front of her in a very basic stance. Regina was being smart. She wasn’t a seasoned warrior. It was in her best interest to let Tindrel bleed and weaken.
Tindrel was holding her side, and I got the feeling she was literally holding her guts in given how deep Regina’s first strike had been.
Tindrel began slowing just slightly, and Regina took her shot. She charged forward, but then pivoted and threw her blade at Tindrel’s head. Tindrel had to block the throw with her ax, giving Regina time to reach her.
Regina grabbed her arm and both of them went down onto the floor of the arena.
Regina showed her skill as a hunter and wrestled the older dragon, pinning her weapon arm before saying something that was too quiet for me to hear.
But Tindrel clearly wasn’t giving up as she struggled to break free. Regina upped the game and Tindrel’s arm clearly snapped.
“Enough.” Tiamat stood. “Regina is the winner.” She said it deadpan, clearly not loving that the dragon she’d recently thrown out of her palace for being too weak was now standing, winner of the duel.
“Wonderful.” Regina let go of Tindrel and rolled to her feet. “Then I’ll take him home with me.”
“Not a chance.” Tiamat cleared her throat and lifted her chin regally. “You’ll be joining us for a meal.” She clapped her hands, turning and walking out.




Chapter 21


Tiamat preened over me as she sat me down at the head of the table, running her hand through my hair, putting it into place before she turned to her guests. 
I caught a glare from Helena, and I remembered her issues with her mom. It was probably hard to see a mother gushing over their child given all she’d been through.
“Hey.” I gave a small smile and wave to Helena, Maeve, and the others that had come with me into the Wilds.
“You look comfy. Having fun being dragged around by your mother?” Helena frowned.
“I’m just glad you are safe, my king.” Polydora bowed.
“King,” Tiamat said the word, as if to understand it. “You are the king outside the Fae Wilds?”
“Yes. I told you that.” I frowned.
She shrugged. “Slipped my mind.” She looked around for something, her eyes zeroing in on Regina. “And here is the champion of the tournament.”
Her smile was anything but friendly. “I distinctly remember tossing you out of my palace.”
Regina stood tall under Tiamat’s gaze. “My heart would not allow me to quit.”
There was a moment of quiet in the group as Tiamat continued to glare.
It was Evelyn who broke the silence. “You know, you two share a certain resemblance. It’s no wonder that Zach is interested in Regina.”
I frowned, looking between Regina and Tiamat. Besides the wild red hair, they were nothing alike. But I kept my mouth shut when I saw Tiamat’s happy face. Evelyn might be onto something.
“Really?” Tiamat looked back at Regina in a new light. “Yes. Yes, I see it now. Of course! No wonder my son is set on you. Yes, that makes sense.” My mother quickly did a complete one eighty on her opinion of Regina.
Evelyn just smiled at me across the room. The nymph was apparently more perceptive than I gave her credit for.
“Then, all of you, come sit. Servants, bring in the food and wine. Lots of wine.” Tiamat hesitated, looking at the seat next to me. But then she strained and pulled herself away to the opposite end. “Lots of wine.”
“Thank you.” Maeve slid into the seat on my left side while the dragons nominated Regina to sit at my right. “We’ve been traveling the Wilds for some time. This hospitality is wonderful.”
Tiamat nodded as if it was a given. “My people have remained hidden here for hundreds of years. I do hope your presence won’t mean the end of that. It can be difficult in the wilds, but I must remain.”
“The Wilds are nearly endless. Who are we to try and return here?” Maeve said diplomatically. “Though, I’m impressed that there are so many dragons here.”
Tiamat grabbed a wine glass off the server’s platter before they had a chance to give it to her and downed it in one go. “It is my deal with The Dreamer. For her protection, we were given a section of the Wilds and asked to flourish. Our village must remain here.”
Maeve’s brows rose in surprise, as did many of ours.
“The Dreamer tends to the Wilds,” Tiamat said by way of explanation. “Sometimes it might seem like the mana within Faerie is endless, but it isn’t. She wants us here and protects us in order to help restore what they’ve lost. At the time, we had little option but to accept.”
I sighed, my brain going back to some of my initial dragon courses with Sabrina. “So, with this village, is mana growing?”
She shrugged. “It’s like asking me in the middle of a fog bank if it is getting more humid. There is all the mana I could need in this area. But The Dreamer isn’t contained. She spans the entire Wilds. She’s possibly one of the most ancient beings in existence.”
The Dreamer had been brought up so many times, I had to wonder who exactly she was. “What is The Dreamer, exactly?”
“A giant plant,” Evelyn replied. “Some say her roots run the entirety of the fae realm, and it is her roots that keep Faerie in one piece despite the chaotic twisting magic. You saw one of her flowers around Winter, but she has a main body that is a giant flower deep in the Wilds.”
I let out a slow whistle. “And she’s interested in keeping things running as they are. You’ve said she wants to keep all the dragons here.” I nodded to my mother. “Can Regina leave?”
“That should be fine. We can work on the next generation too as we've discussed.” Tiamat frowned. “But you aren’t going to leave after this dinner, are you?” I could see the panic starting to fill her face.
“We will go seek out The Dreamer.” My tone left no room for argument. I was done letting my mother drag me around.
Her eyes narrowed on me, clearly wanting me to back down, but I met her eyes and held them until she finally sighed. “Must be nice to go on an adventure.”
“When we come back, I’d like to bring you with me out of the Wilds, but we will remain in Faerie. Summer is hosting my wedding, and I’d like you there, mother,” I tried to offer her an olive branch.
She perked up. “C-can I give you away?” She looked endlessly hopeful.
“Sure.” It wasn’t like there was anyone else. I’d actually been considering walking with the crystal, which I realized was still in my mother’s possession. “Where is the crystal?”
“Oh this?” Tiamat pulled it out and put it on the table. “I added my memories. And I even tethered it to me, so she’s actually me now and I’m her. Which was always true but is now more true!”
“You can bring me back home!” Tia shouted out from the crystal.
Tiamat handed it to me, and I put it back in my bracer, not quite sure what I should be doing with it. Something told me that the Tia in the crystal would be even more intense now that she had added the memories of losing me. But a part of me was happy to have a connection to my mother when I left Faerie. The situation here wasn't ideal, but she was my mother.
“Now, there’s just the question of your father,” Tiamat continued.
I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Bart doesn’t seem like the type to abandon me though.”
“No, he is not,” she agreed. “But he was the one that took your egg from me and delivered you to the outside world. Of that I’m sure.” Tiamat paused. “That also means Ikta is loose.”
Polydora laughed. “We are well aware. Zach has fought her. He even stole a piece of her power.”
“Story! Tell me everything,” Tiamat insisted while Regina leaned in, patiently waiting to learn more about me.
“Well, it was the most recent dragon conclave. She wore the skin of a dead dragon and snuck in as a black dragon,” I began.
Tiamat nodded. “To hide the smell. Clever. She’s always been a tricky one.”
***We spent most of the meal recounting my tales for Tiamat and Regina. Regina started to find her voice, jumping into the conversation from time to time as I continued. It made me happy to see her come out of her shell and integrate into my broader group.
“And then when I tried to use her to reach the Winter Queen, she made a portal in the guise of protecting me. That’s when I ended up near the pine hill where you cornered me.” I motions to Regina.
I went to continue, but I realized I hadn’t gotten time to catch up with the others. I had no idea what had happened with Ikta and Winter after that moment in time.
“What happened after I left?” I asked.
“Ikta refused to help or bargain for my mother. Which only left talking to The Dreamer and trying to negotiate.” Maeve frowned. “What would The Dreamer want?” she asked Tiamat.
“Don’t look at me. She’s unpredictable, except that she’ll work to better Faerie,” Tiamat growled. There seemed to be some issue between them.
I tried not to roll my eyes. Tiamat calling The Dreamer unpredictable was like the pot calling the kettle black. If it was true, I had no idea how to deal with The Dreamer.
“But you’ll help us get to her?” I asked, hopeful for the assistance from my mother. Given her strength, she could make it much easier on all of us.
“I can bring you close, but you’ll have to make the remainder of the trip on your own unless she invites me in.” Tiamat shrugged. “Her territory is full of nymphs, so it really isn’t dangerous at all.”
Poly snorted. “That might be the most dangerous thing for your son.”
Tiamat raised an eyebrow at me. “You have all these mates and yet you want a nymph?”
“Blame my dragon blood.” I threw my hands up in the air. “It loves to collect and claim things, apparently. It seems more than happy to add a few nymphs.”
Evelyn giggled and batted her eyelashes at me across the table. Her glamor hit me, and I was instantly far more interested in her than the food.
Maeve flicked her in the forehead. “Stop that.” She frowned at Evelyn before looking at my mother. “Yes, your son has a certain weakness to nymphs.”
“In that case, guard him closely,” Tiamat replied. “But there are enough of you that you should be able to beat back the nymphs with some sticks.”
“Not too many yet.” Polydora shrugged. “Really, my king could do with a few dozen more.”
Tiamat coughed into her new glass of wine. “Dozen?”
“The red, silver, and gold dragon flights are gone.” Polydora looked at my mother seriously. “Your son has a responsibility to help restore them. And a war is brewing. He stopped the immediate attacks from the Church, but it has only delayed the inevitable. They are attempting to rise again, and with the loss of so many dragons and other paranormals, the mana in the world continues to grow thinner.”
“I’d like to be more than a dragon whelp factory,” I grumbled.
“You are much more. You are the leader of the dragons, a member of the Philly council, and you work with Morgana to keep our existence under wraps,” Trina helpfully tried to encourage me.
Regina looked back and forth among the women. “Which is Morgana?”
“None of us,” Maeve replied. “She’s a dark elf turned vampire. But that’s not the point. The point is that Zach is more than someone to produce whelps with.”
“I want grandchildren. Lots of them.” Tiamat looked between all of us, clearly not understanding. “But you are young and have plenty of time. Eat, eat all of the meat. I want to feed you and fill you so that you are strong enough for your trip.”
My mother urged Regina with a look, and Regina immediately started ripping meat off platters and piling my plate faster than I could eat.
“I’d like to talk about leaving tomorrow morning, to go see The Dreamer. When we get back, I’ll take you out of the Wilds to see the rest of my family,” I tried to get the conversation back on topic.
Tiamat pouted but relented. “Then let’s enjoy tonight!” She held up her glass of wine. “Cheers! To our new family.” She took a giant gulp and then frowned at the nearly empty glass. “More wine!”
***By the end of dinner, my mates were stumbling, and Tiamat had to be carried off to her room by a pair of guards as she started shouting about the evil women who stole her son.
I did my best to stay relatively sober despite my mother’s constant toasts. I wanted to be able to journey in the morning. But I hadn’t been fully successful.
Maeve moved down the torch lit hall, and I caught up to her.
She’d clearly been through quite a bit. Her blue skirt that she had started the trip in was torn, and her jacket was gone. More than a few buttons of her shirt were missing and her stockings were more holes than material. But even then, her beauty was effortless.
“Hey, want to try and walk some of this off?” I stumbled a little, and she caught me.
“I know my limits of fae wine. You do not.” She smirked. “Come on.”
It felt like I was walking with two left feet, but I let myself lean on Maeve. I wanted to reignite our spark and try to recement us. We’d been so close to having a moment before Ikta had teleported me away, and it was high time that we solved the relationship between the two of us.
Wrapping my arm around her hip, I resolved myself to the plan. “My room is this way.” I gestured down the hall to the room, not the prison cell, that Tiamat had given me.
There was an awkward pause between the two of us, and I felt the need to break it. “I’ll help you get your mother. The Dreamer can name her price.”
“Don’t say that.” Maeve shook her head. “Your mother is trapped here in the Wilds because of her. She’s clearly powerful.”
I shrugged, feeling pretty confident in myself. “For you, I’d do just about anything.”
She paused at my door. “Careful. You are close to saying something thrice.”
Brushing her silver hair aside, I leaned in close for a kiss, happy when she leaned in as well. Her blue lips parted, and she kissed me back with sweet tenderness.
I groaned, running my hands along her toned body. That kiss wasn’t enough to satisfy the desire starting to roll through my body. I ran my hands over her ass and thighs, lifting her up gingerly as we kissed.
Shifting her slightly until I could easily hold her, I nudged the door open and carried her across the threshold.
“Maeve, I want to mark you,” I growled as the kiss broke, and I nibbled on her neck.
She stretched it out, exposing it to me in a gesture of vulnerability and trust. “Zach, I want it too. But…” 
I could see that she was warring between what her heart and body wanted and what her mind felt was her duty.
I tossed her on the bed and crawled over her. “But what?” 
I pressed my body against her, my jaw starting to crackle. But I waited, wanting her to be sure.
“If my mother—” she started her one and only argument.
“We’ve been over this. I’ll make it work.” I kissed her neck. “What else?”
She groaned. “You need to promise. There’s a balance of the fae. You cannot upset it. I cannot be the one to break it.” She was both tugging my head closer yet holding it away at the same time.
“Promise,” I growled, the beast demanding I stop the silly talk and mark her.
“Then there’s Evelyn. You need to let her be a mistress or a concubine.” Maeve lifted up my face to stare into her eyes. “It is part of the promise I’ve made to her for her service as a nymph. She knows I’ll have a strong husband, so she wanted to share him.”
My fingers traced up her thigh. “Evelyn has shown her loyalty, and she’s important to you. I can handle that.”
She groaned as my finger slipped under her skirt but only brushed against her sex. “We shouldn’t.” She was sounding less and less sincere in her desire to hold off.
I kissed her and her legs wrapped around me further. “Feels like a yes,” I growled, the beast in me raging to mark her.
“Yes. Mark me idiot. Make me your mate. Make me yours.” She rubbed her body against me, seeming to burst with need.
That was all I needed to hear.
I felt something snap into place, like a cord between us was finally drawn taut and strengthened our vow of friendship. And my dragon was more than ready to stop holding back.
I bit her, my magic searing a thin silvery scar across her blue shoulder.
Maeve hissed at first, but then relaxed into the bite. When I finished, she kissed me with a fiery passion that I didn’t know existed in the cold woman. I’d been told that fae felt stronger emotions than humans, and I was seeing it when Maeve stopped holding herself back.
The beast inside of me preened at her attention, and I couldn’t get her clothes off fast enough. The already torn material tearing further as I hurried to get her out of it.
She stuck her hands down low, moving quickly to try to undo my pants.
“Oh that is a monster. Maybe I will need Evelyn to relieve me often.” She eyed my hard cock spring from my pants. “She knows, by the way. My promise to her would have resonated.”
“Not now.” I pushed the naked Maeve down on the bed, letting my hands wander up her hips and play with her soft, inviting breasts. Her nipples were a darker blue, almost purple.
“Kiss them.” She gave me a wicked grin, and her hips twisted as she rolled herself on top of me. Then she lowered them like a servant offering their lord a grape. “Don’t you want to?”
I did, kissing them, drawing in the nub of her nipple and rolling it between my tongue and my teeth. Her sex ground against my hard cock as Maeve balanced herself on my chest gracefully, as if dancing.
“That’s it. Savor it.” Her words came out soft like silk brushing over my ears.
I looked up, taking her in. Maeve’s silver hair was spilling out over me and the bed, pure perfection as she met my eyes with a satisfied smile. She was so achingly beautiful; I needed to feel myself inside of her.
I bucked on the bed, making my feelings known.
“Glamor,” she told me. “I let you mark me, now let me have my fun.”
I groaned. The need she was drawing up in me was too much.
She snapped her fingers, and suddenly she was decked out head to toe in gold so delicate and thin it was like a sheer cloth. But the smell of it was just like gold.
My groan turned into a hungry rumble of a growl that made the bed vibrate. Maeve smirked, clearly pleased with herself as I grabbed her hips and thrust her down onto me in a single, needing stroke.
She rode it like it was just another step in the graceful and fluid dance she was performing on me. Her mouth opened in a soft yet deeply satisfying sigh.
I felt her warm depth wrap around and accept me, her slick walls welcoming me with tingles of pleasure.
“Let me. Fae women know how to please a man. Let me dance for you.” She pushed my hands back, intertwining her fingers with mine before she started to sway her hips, rising and falling in the most beautiful dance I’d ever seen.
The control and grace she used to move her hips was mesmerizing. And her stomach swayed and flowed as she squeezed and released me perfectly, letting her wet lips glide up and down.
I felt like I was in some euphoric, drugged state as my body churned with desire.
Maeve herself smiled with a half-lidded look of satisfaction in watching me. “Oh, my poor Dragon King. I’ve ensnared you, haven’t I?”
I groaned, wanting her to continue. “No, it’s I who has ensnared you,” I growled back.
She flexed her muscles and pulled up slowly in sweet pleasure. “Is that so?”
Grabbing her hips, I thrust her back down on top of me, unable to get enough. I needed more. I needed her to keep going.
Maeve only giggled as she spun a sheer gold cloth out of the air and looped it behind my head, using it as a counter balance as she began dancing on me again, rising and falling as her soft sighs melted my brain just the same as her sex gliding over me.
“Fuck,” I groaned, feeling my peak coming.
“Let it out. Give this fae your child. I’ll take wonderful care of it.” She leaned forward, kissing me before whispering into my ear. “I’m not immune to the charms of a dragon mate. Don’t hold back. Fill me. Mate me, my love.”
Grabbing her hips, I thrust up into her several times as she moaned sweetly into my ear. She had gotten me worked up and I wanted more; I wanted to finish in her, damn the consequences.
Then I erupted inside of the lovely blue fae princess.
She kissed the side of my head, and I felt her glamor hit me again like a volcano. I felt like I was exploding inside of her again and again endlessly. It went on for minutes like my orgasm was running on repeat.
When that glamor faded, I felt like I was sinking into the bed. The smile of satisfaction on my face was stuck in place.
“Wow,” I breathed.
Maeve laughed. “Oh, just wait until you get a taste of nymph flesh. I might be good, but they are truly talented.”
As if summoning her, there was a knock on the door.
“Mistress, might I come in?” Evelyn stood in the doorway.
Maeve raised an eyebrow at me. “I could use a break. You are rather large.”
I nodded dumbly.
“Come in. He’s certainly ready for more.” Maeve looked down between my legs, where I was still as hard as an iron rod despite the rest of my body feeling like it was melting into the bed.
Evelyn slipped in with a smile.
She shared a lot with Maeve. She had the same soft, inviting, blue skin and the long, silver hair. But where Maeve was lithe and fit, Evelyn was all curves. She had sinful curves that seemed to go on for days, drawing out my imagination and then plunging it straight into the gutter as soon as I locked eyes with her.
“Do you mind if I use my glamors?” She seemed to ask the question of both of us as she came around the side of the bed.
“I don’t mind.” I reached over and took her hand, helping her onto the bed. I tried to keep it together, but my body was feeling nearly boneless after my time with Maeve.
She giggled. “Such a gentleman.” Pulling at her dress, she popped both of her breasts out. “I should reward a gentleman.”
Maeve came up to my side and played with my hair before giving me a kiss on the lips. I smiled, kissing her back. As we kissed, I felt Evelyn’s lips wrap around my cock, sealing it tight as she drew all of the liquid of my previous union off.
She cleaned it thoroughly before her soft chest molded itself around my shaft and she started to work me between her breasts. I found myself growing even harder as the soft mounds massaged me.
Maeve smiled, seeming to enjoy watching her nymph suck on me. She positioned my upper body in her lap, leaning my head back on her chest as the nymph expertly worked my lower body.
Maeve peppered small kisses along my neck and ran her hands along my chest softly, the pleasure of both of their attention sending my dragon into overdrive.
It wasn’t long before I found myself filling Evelyn’s mouth with my seed, my dragon hungry for more as the two of them pampered and pleased me.




Chapter 22


Maeve and Evelyn had blown my mind during our night together. 
And it had been a different experience. Both of them were all about drowning me in pleasure and more than a few times using glamor to do it, yet during the entire night, Maeve was clearly my partner.
Evelyn played a role that was different. She drove me wild and to new heights of pleasure, but it was more supportive. Oftentimes, she would drive me to my peak only to let Maeve take over and get the final release.
Anytime Maeve wanted it, Evelyn would step aside. And Maeve always seemed to choose to have me fill her sex.
My understanding was that fae rarely had kids; they were a cause for great celebration. I hadn’t talked to her much about it, but I could see them wanting to up their chances as much as possible if that were true.
I looked at the woman who rested in the nook of my arm. The proud Winter fae princess looked so adorable while she slept.
Evelyn had been out of the room when I’d awoken, but she came back in with the brightest smile on her face as she carried in a tray of food. She took one look at Maeve cuddling up against me, and her smile got even wider.
“If you don’t wish to disturb her, I could help relieve a little of that tension.” She was looking at my lap like she wasn’t sure where she could set the tray.
“I think you’ve had enough,” I teased her.
Evelyn licked her lips. “Never enough. You’ve made the horrible mistake of letting a nymph into your harem. Oh, my sweet little Dragon King. You’ll be rock hard and rutting until you collapse one of these days. I heard so far only Sabrina has managed to give you a run for your money.”
Evelyn ended up deciding to place the tray further up my chest.
“If only every fae had a nymph's stamina,” Maeve murmured from my arm. “But one thing is for sure, I will be getting a lot less sleep now.”
Evelyn only giggled. “If you need a night off, I’m happy to help.”
“His other harem members might have things to say about that. Just because it is our custom, doesn’t mean they will invite you to rile him up as I do,” Maeve warned her.
The nymph only smiled and nodded her head eagerly. “Of course. I’ll just have to worm my way into each of their good graces so they invite me. Riling up a Dragon King is quite fun.” She turned to me. “You might have enough stamina to survive in a nymph pool for some time.”
I shuddered, the comment reminding me that I’d need to find a way to move through The Dreamer’s territory.
I looked down at the food wafting up and filling my senses. It was full of breakfast meats, and I started to pick from them as did the two fae around me.
“So, off to The Dreamer today,” I tried to make conversation.
“Later,” Maeve said. “We’ll have time to travel there. I’m sure that Tiamat can follow through on her promise and deliver us to the edge of her main territory. From there, we can talk while we try to distract you from the nymphs.”
“Any idea what it’s like?” I asked.
Evelyn giggled. “No. The Wilds are huge. Even on this trip, we only saw a small section of it. We’ve never gone this deep in the Wilds. The queens don’t even travel to The Dreamer.”
“Are they at odds?” I frowned, looking at Maeve and thinking about her mother in the ice. “Will The Dreamer harm you?” That question definitely came out as a growl.
“No. What we do isn’t against The Dreamer. She is… not exactly on a side other than the land itself,” Maeve struggled to explain it. “Our section of the tamed Faerie is of little consequence to her. We are like a small blemish on her body. For all I know, she allows the queens to maintain control of the area.”
Evenly shuddered. “The Dreamer is both something that keeps Faerie running, but is also a boogie man to young fae.”
“She isn’t really evil or good. We are like ants to The Dreamer,” Maeve continued to try and explain.
I nodded. She was powerful and unpredictable. Ikta and my mother had bent to her wills. Part of me wondered how she compared to rulers of other planes. There was heaven and hell, along with several others that had come up in my magic study.
A knock on the door broke my ponderings. “If you are up, Tiamat would have you join her for breakfast.”
“In a minute.” I looked around for clothes, finding mine, but picking up Maeve’s with a frown. “You might need new clothes.”
I had clothes for some of my mates in my bracer, and I pulled out a set from Morgana. They might be a little long, but they should work.
“Leather?” Maeve took the pants. “Black isn’t normally my color, but I’ll make an exception this time.”
Thinking quickly, I pulled out a pair of Jadelyn’s white jeans instead.
“Much better. Remind me to stock his bracer with some of my clothes,” Maeve said to Evelyn, whose sheer clothing somehow had managed to come through the Wilds relatively intact.
“Will do.” Evelyn came over and took the tray.
I hastily snatched a fist full of bacon before it was out of reach.
“There will be plenty of food at breakfast. Though, I’ll note that we need more bacon to give the Dragon King enough stamina.” Evelyn laughed, and led the way as I slipped on a shirt, making sure not to get any of the delicious grease on it.
As I finished, I looked up. Maeve had somehow pulled together a chic look using the mix of Jadelyn and Morgana’s outfits. 
“How do I look?”
“Fantastic.” I was proud to call her my mate.
She laughed and hung off my arm as we followed Evelyn.
“Question.” I had something that was bugging me. “Evelyn is clearly very perceptive, and at one point, she told me to back off you.”
Maeve’s cheeks turned a darker blue. “Don’t hate her for it. She is devious, but for the right reasons. She figured that the best way to tempt the Dragon King was to take me away from you.”
“She wasn’t wrong.” I nodded, not really holding it against the nymph. “She was also pretty good at handling my mother.”
“Don’t worry. She works for us now. After last night, I think I’ll have to pry her off you to bring her back to the Winter fae when we are done.” She shook her head with a smile.
“If we save your mother, you can spend more time out of the fae realm.” I said with a smile.
Maeve’s smile faltered a little, and I felt bad for mentioning her mother.
“Regardless, we’ll find a way through this. You are mine now,” I growled, and the beast echoed me in my chest.
Maeve blushed again and relaxed against my arm as we reached the room for breakfast. My newest mate straightened up, and her cold demeanor returned as she prepared to face my mother once again.
“Son!” Tiamat sniffed the air and wrinkled her nose at Maeve. “Ah. I see you’ve marked her.”
“Mother, behave,” I growled.
She held her hands in the air, it seemed I was starting to win more often with her. “Come, come. Join us for breakfast. I’ve been talking with Polydora about the history of the world since my last reincarnation. Humans fly now with giant metal contraptions! What did you call them, Poly dear? Windplanes?” Tiamat shook her head in disbelief.
“Airplanes,” Poly chuckled. “And now humans pull oil from the ground to power everything.”
“Huh.” Tiamat just smiled. She seemed to be in a better mood, or at least, she didn’t seem like she was going to try and stuff me in a jail cell to keep me in her territory anymore. I figured that was progress.
***We all rode on Tiamat’s back as she flew high over the Wilds. Apparently, at her size, she could fly over the Wilds comfortably. Though, she steered clear of several areas.
“Look ahead,” she called out.
There was a giant flower on the horizon, and the land that stretched out from it was beautiful. Mossy-covered rock outcroppings rose above a land gently coated in mist, and the land was alive with vegetation, along with pops of color that made it seem cheerful.
Tiamat beat her wings, hovering over an outcropping before setting herself down on it. 
“Off.” She was short with her words as she started to shift.
I grabbed Maeve and Evelyn, jumping and landing on the rocks while my mother finished shifting and covered herself with a white cloth before I could see anything.
“This is The Dreamer’s land. You can meet with her main body if you travel to the flower. There is little danger besides my son getting lost in some nymph pool.” She rolled her eyes and Helena chuckled.
“Shut it.” I glared at the nephilim.
Tiamat handed a shimmering scale to me. “This will help you find the village when you are ready to return, now and anytime in the future. Don’t let The Dreamer take too much. She’s old; do not underestimate her.” She turned to Regina. “You’ll keep my son safe?”
“Of course.” Regina slammed a fist to her chest and knelt to Tiamat. “His life will not expire before mine.”
“Good.” Tiamat patted Regina on the head.
“Is there anything that you can tell me about The Dreamer?” I asked my mother.
She shook her head. “No. I cannot.” Her words were crisp, and it made me think that there may be a promise behind them.
“Thanks.” I sighed.
Tiamat snorted and looked back at me with a longing. “Come home soon, son. Once you return, we’ll go to this wedding, and I’ll shower the rest of your mates in love. Especially the one who’s about to have my first grandbaby! Yev is going to love me.” She had a stupid silly grin on her face as she thought about my upcoming whelp. “Alright, I’m off before I attract attention.” 
Tiamat sank low before she jumped, launching herself well over a hundred feet into the air and shifting again.
“Well, we’ve made it.” I picked my way down from the rocks into the misty area. Watching my feet, I made sure there weren’t any wiggling vines or bright pink flowers that would claim me.
I was a little nervous; it was hard to see the ground through the mist.
“Zach, do you have any rope?” Evelyn asked.
“I do, why?”
“Might be best to tie you to one of us.” She giggled, and the others seemed to be suppressing their own laughs.
“It’s fine. We can see pretty far in the mist. It’s not like I’m just going to disappear in it. Looks pretty clear overhead.” I blew out a frosty breath and knocked down the mist in front of us. “Besides, I’m determined to get Maeve’s mother out of this. Some nymph floosie won’t sway me.”
The silence that followed made me frown. I looked over at Regina.
“So far you have been tempted by those two fae. I have no reason to believe that you wouldn’t be tempted again.” She gestured at Evelyn, who batted her eyelashes at me.
“He is quite the vigorous lover. You’ll need to be careful when you mate him,” the nymph warned the red dragon.
“Yes, he is,” Poly agreed with a sigh. “I can’t wait to get out of this stupid jungle and back to a lovely castle in the Summer fae realm. I’m going to sip pina coladas out in the sun and find my mate when I’m feeling randy.”
“Pina coladas?” Regina asked.
“Oh my sweet summer child,” Poly laughed. “There are things I have to teach you.”
Regina nodded with wide eyes, and I shook my head, focusing forward.
I walked forward, trying to portray a confidence that I didn’t entirely feel. I was used to overpowering anything that threatened me. I had a feeling this was going to test my prowess as a fae mate and king. 
I wasn’t sure what The Dreamer would ask for, but I had no doubt she would take as much as she could out of our deal. And so far, what everybody wanted most seemed to be my seed.
And if what my mother said was true, The Dreamer was focused on mana and the concentration of it. It seemed to be even more important to the fae than the paranormal back on Earth.
I wondered what we’d been missing. It had to do more than I knew. I had no idea what I’d do if The Dreamer asked me for something I wouldn’t give.
I picked my way across the damn ground, breathing frost every now and then to knock down the mist and make sure I wasn’t stepping on anything dangerous.
But the ground in The Dreamer’s domain wasn’t covered with her deadly pink flowers or vines. Instead, it was relatively normal, beautiful even. It had brightly blooming flowers, and there seemed to always be a waterfall somewhere out in the mist. The soothing sounds of splashing water kept me company as the girls gossiped behind me.
I continued looking out over the ground, keeping my bearing based on the giant flower. It just made me wonder yet again what secrets she held. Could The Dreamer tell me where my father was?
I shook my head, the longing that welled up in my chest at the thought of meeting Bart was something I thought I had lost long ago.
But meeting Tiamat had reignited something inside of me that made me want to meet my biological parents and understand just exactly how I had ended up in the real world if I was born here amid the Fae Wilds.
Bart also was clearly the brains of the operations when it came to the two reincarnating dragons. He would have answers to all my questions.
“Are you concerned?” Regina came up beside me, having escaped Poly’s teachings of the world she was headed towards.
“I need this to work,” I said simply. “And if The Dreamer is anything like how people have been portraying her, then she has the ability to make this very painful for me. That and until I came here, I thought my mother was dead, now I can’t help but wonder about my father.”
Regina patted me firmly on the shoulder. “If I have learned one thing about the King of Dragons, it is that you don’t let something as simple as The Dreamer or distance between you and what you want bother you.”
“I’m the king now, am I?” I teased her. It was the first time she’d said it without sarcasm.
“King of the Dragons, though your mother is the Queen of the Wild Dragons. Maybe that makes you the Prince of the Wild Dragons. I am willing to admit that you are a strong man, though I have yet to see how you rule.” She smiled, and it looked odd on the stoic woman’s face, but it made me smile back.
“You are right.” Her confidence in me buoyed me. “I don’t let things get in my way. We’ll deal with The Dreamer, and then I’ll take you back to the wedding.”
Regina coughed into her hand. “I have won you in the tournament. I would like to relinquish any claim I have over you.”
I raised my eyebrows. “You want to go back to the village after this?”
“No,” she said quickly. “I just do not wish to… pressure you too hard. If I have learned anything, you are stubborn. Staking a claim enforced by your mother will have the opposite effect of what I want.”
I smiled at the oddly perceptive woman given that she came from a village where she was taught that women were there to protect weaker men.
“You are going to have to adjust to the new world if you follow me out,” I probed.
She nodded. “I am prepared. Moreover, your mates have been telling me about these dragonettes. They serve as your guards and the conclave of dragons supports them. You seem to be picking mates from within their ranks?”
It was a little less romantic than I’d like, but it was true. “Sort of. It gives me a chance to get to know them. And yes, romantic feelings have been developing.”
“Then I will join the dragonettes, and Poly will teach me about all the things like cellphones. Moving pictures in the palm of your hand that communicate with other moving picture boxes sounds fascinating.”
I suddenly had a little concern about taking the girl from the jungle. I wasn’t sure how easy it would be to take the jungle out of the girl.
“What about you? What do you want?” I asked her, unsure what goals an Amazonian would have.
“Life here, despite what you might have seen, has always been about survival. Every dragon's goal is to make it to the next day safely and enjoy it while they can. I wish to see this new world, understand it and how I can grow stronger in it. You say the other dragons aren’t as big as we are?” she asked.
I nodded, remembering all of the dragons when Quezalcoatl had appeared. “You are about as big as the biggest are outside the Faerie.”
“Then I shall work with Polydora on learning to fight. She has much to teach me. After that, I can figure it out from there.” She nodded to herself.
“No grand goals?” I frowned.
She shook her head. “You misunderstand. How can a hunter know what they want to hunt when they don’t know the land or what lives in it? No, my goal is to wait and watch. I’ll understand the flora and fauna before I cast my first spear.”
I smiled. “Fair enough.”
“I was raised a hunter. I will adapt, and then I will find my prey.” She gave me a wicked smile.
“What of your parents?” I asked her. There definitely were not as strong of familial bonds between the dragons, but I still wanted to know if they were around.
Her wild red hair waved as she shook her head. “They are not with us anymore. Faerie is a harsh world. It took many years of barely surviving for us to establish the village as you saw it.”




Chapter 23


“This is so boring. Where are the things to stab? I was promised lots of stabbing,” Helena complained as we continued through the mist. 
“Don’t jinx it,” I grumbled. “Just because you have issues that you like to work out with violence doesn’t mean the rest of us wouldn’t love a simple journey.”
“I do not have issues,” Helena shot back.
The entire group went silent.
“Really? Nothing?” She turned to all of them.
Evelyn shrugged. “You do kind of have issues. But hey, who doesn’t?” She followed up quickly as Helena gripped her big spear.
“Haven’t we passed this rock several times already?” Regina pointed at a rock to our right.
I frowned. “I don’t know. They all look the same to me.”
Helena stabbed the rock with her spear, making a shallow cut in the stone. “Now you’ll recognize it.”
“Issues,” Evelyn said quietly, earning a glare from the nephilim. But Evelyn wasn’t dissuaded. “You know, a good roll in the gold would probably help that.”
“Excuse me?” Helena raised an eyebrow.
“You know, he likes to lay with women in his hoard. So a roll in the gold rather than hay,” Evelyn explained the saying.
I wanted to facepalm, but I was trying not to draw attention. Helena was likely to go postal over the statement.
“That’s not going to happen,” Helena snorted. “He marked me, sure, but we didn’t mate.”
“You are not his mate? Then why did you allow him to mark you?” Regina asked, confused.
Helena slammed the butt of her spear into the ground. “I did not allow him.”
“Ah. Got it. Now I get why you’re so touchy. You weren’t strong enough, and he asserted his right as the stronger of the two of you.” Regina nodded to herself.
“His right?!” Helena squawked. “He had no right! I was possessed by a demon.”
“Oh. Then he marked the demon?” Regina asked in confusion.
“She whammied me with her love magic,” I clarified for the confused red dragon. “That made me love her, and so my dragon responded and marked her. And because I did that, I was able to drive out the demon that was trying to consume her soul. But she likes to leave that part out.”
Regina looked to Helena with full seriousness. “Sounds like you owe him your life.”
“Shut up.” Helena had suddenly become less interested in the argument. She must have at least agreed with Regina on some level.
We passed a rock, and I looked closer. Sure enough, it had Helena’s mark.
“Ugh! We’re going in circles.” Helena smashed the rock with her spear, creating a loud bang as the rock exploded and chips shot across the ground, several splashing in some pond in the mist.
“Ouch,” a woman’s voice said from the mist. “Why are you throwing rocks?”
Deciding to take a chance, I answered, “Sorry, my friend here was frustrated and broke a rock. We are walking in circles.”
The woman made a surprised noise, and there was a swish of water before a woman dressed in sheer cloth came out of the mist dripping wet. The sheer cloth wasn’t very effective when wet, displaying her nipples clearly through the fabric.
“And who are you?” She twirled a finger through her hair as she eyed me, her eyes raking up and down my body.
“Zach.” Helena’s tone was dripping with warning. “Don’t be a horn dog.”
I rolled my eyes, not feeling any glamor coming from the nymph. “I’m Zach Pendragon, the Dragon King. I’m looking to meet The Dreamer.”
“Ooooh,” she made an impressive sound. “A king. Yes, you do have the aura of a king.” She approached in a fluid motion, her hands resting softly against my arm as she looked up at me through her eyelashes. “How can a little nymph like me help you, Mr. King.” She bit her lip and blushed.
I cleared my throat. “We find ourselves walking in circles. Can you help us find a path to The Dreamer?”
“Of course. I know a path. For a man like yourself, you shouldn’t be trotting through the jungle. I can take you.” She was so delicate as she took my hand and pulled me along.
“Come on, girls,” I said, feeling good about the nymph.
“Twenty to one odds she tries to fuck him,” Helena said.
“I’m not taking that bet,” Poly said quickly. “I think the question is if she’s actually taking us to The Dreamer or to some trap.” Poly followed close behind me.
As we took a few steps through the mist in a new direction, I found myself going downhill into a pool that seemed to have more mist pouring out of it.
The nymph licked her lips. “We can swim there. The Dreamer is a plant, so she needs lots of water.”
“Makes sense.” I smiled, allowing her to lead and knowing that I was probably about to get glamored, but that’s why my mates were with me.
As soon as she was up to her waist in the water, she tugged me. “I have the man,” she stated, her voice losing a touch of the airiness.
I was pulled off my feet as a gaggle of nymphs came out of the mist and tried to stop my mates, filling in behind me. But the nymph who had me was a strong swimmer.
“Hey.” I flailed in the water and caught my foot on a rock, shifting my feet to claws and digging in.
She tugged again before she got close, her eyes locking onto mine. “Don’t you want to come with me?” she pouted, and a glamor hit me like a hammer between the eyes.
I blinked, trying to right my head, but it flipped upside down. “Yeah, I want to come with you.” I let go of the rocks. “Why don’t we go?”
The pretty little nymph giggled and came closer, kissing me. Her lips were so soft as we started drifting down the stream. The nymph’s cry broke our kiss, water exploding around her as a silver spear nearly cut the nymph in half.
I immediately turned to defend the delicate woman, spotting Helena. I was mad at her for being so jealous when she continually pushed me away.
“Helena!”
“Oh shut it.” Her spear lashed out again and drove the nymph away from me. “Get your head back on.”
Someone splashed into the water next to me.
Evelyn came into my arms and hit me with her glamor, shattering the previous one. She pressed her wet chest to mine as she held my head in her hands and looked into my eyes. “Won’t you come back with me instead?”
I smiled, ready to answer as her glamor faded and I was once again clear in my head. “Fuck.”
“You are really weak to those,” Regina commented as the nymphs scattered.
I groaned. The glamors left me feeling hungover. I held my head. “Yeah.”
“Carry me,” Evelyn pouted. “I’m wet.”
Scooping her up, I didn’t even notice her weight. “Dry off against me.”
“Stop glamoring him,” Helena growled.
“She’s not,” I snapped back. “This is just me caring for her. That’s what people do, Helena. They care for each other even when magic isn’t involved.”
“Whatever,” she replied, looking away.
“Could you at least be a little more pleasant now that you got to stab something?” I asked.
She huffed. “As if those nymphs were even worth a fight.” But she went quiet and kept on moving.
“Maybe we broke out of the loop by going through the river,” Maeve suggested, trying to get me moving before Helena got too far ahead.
“As much as the two of you grate on each other, there’s a lot of sexual tension there,” Evelyn observed from my arms. “You two should really just fuck it out of your systems once in a while.”
I snorted. “I doubt that’ll ever happen. She’s diametrically opposed to the mark I left on her.”
Evelyn gave me a look saying that she wasn’t buying it. “Why would she even come to Faerie with you if she was that opposed? Hmm?” she pushed me.
“Her partner needed a break from the feds and so she joined her,” I reasoned.
Evelyn didn’t look fooled. “I don’t see her partner here in the Wilds. There’s something else that brought her here, and I’m fairly certain it isn’t my incredible charm.” She brushed her hair over her shoulder.
I had to be honest, Evelyn had been pretty perceptive when it came to matters of the heart so far. “What would you suggest then?”
“A hate fuck. When we are out of here, rile her up, argue, fight, and then pin her against the wall.” Evelyn sighed. “I wish I could watch. She has some serious pent-up issues. I bet it will be hot.”
I shook my head. Angry sex wasn’t my idea of building a strong relationship, but maybe it would help tear down the walls, sort of like pushing past friendship boundaries. We just needed to push past the fact that I’d marked her.
“Oh, you are thinking about it. Just think how rough she can take and give,” Evelyn encouraged me.
“Stop trying to fill my head with those thoughts.” I rolled my eyes at the nymph in my arms.
“You love it.” She grinned from ear to ear.
I stepped on something, and it gave way below me, my feet suddenly unable to find footing. I sat down on instinct as I slid through a winding tunnel of twisted roots.
Evelyn screamed and clung to me like a life raft.
“Hold on.” My voice deepened as I took on my hybrid form, wanting to be more solid for whatever lay ahead.
“Zach! My king!” shouts came from up the tunnel.
I wanted to answer, but everything was happening too quickly. My body kept sliding down until I found myself sitting on my ass in a dark chamber.
Evelyn was quick and tossed up a globe of cold light. “Where are we?”
The walls and ground, everything in sight, were made from tightly woven roots. I didn’t like the feeling of the area one bit.
There was a scream from the tunnel above, and I stepped away before Maeve shot out, followed quickly by Trina who knocked her over. Finally, Helena came out, snapping her wings open and gliding over the two much more gracefully.
Polydora came out in a roll followed by Regina whose dragon claws had been slowing her down. She basically stepped off at the end.
“We are underground,” Regina said, stating the obvious.
“Geniuses. I’m surrounded by geniuses.” Helena threw up her hands.
“We are in The Dreamer’s root system,” I said, realizing there was really only one thing that had roots so large and this vast.
The roots started to wiggle as something pushed their way through the roots.
“You don’t suppose that there's some defense mechanism in here for intruders, do you?” Trina asked.
“The giant flower that can kill people on contact?” I frowned. “Why would it need a defense mechanism?”
“That was the flowers and vines. Maybe the roots don’t have the same properties,” Trina argued as something was clearly pushing its way out of the root walls. “Can we get back up?” 
She went back over to the tunnel we had fallen down, but her hands couldn’t find purchase on the slippery inside of it.
“Get ready,” I growled, stomping forward as a vine limb shot out from between the roots, questing for something.
More of the creature pulled its way out. It was a thorny vine that was vaguely coiled in on itself, but then it formed a quadruped. With a lot of the thorns around the head, it sort of looked like a lion’s silhouette to me.
“Oh. It’s blind,” Evelyn said from my arms.
As she spoke, the plant creature spun in her direction.
“Talking was a poor choice,” Polydora muttered, stepping around to the side as the plant creature turned with her.
Another creature pulled itself out of the wall.
“Stay close. We need to move.” My fire breath washed over the two vine lions.
Their thorns caught fire, making them eerie. The fire made the surface of their vines smolder, but there must have been enough water in them that they weren’t going to catch fire so easily.
Helena’s spear blew right through one. Its vines uncoiled and opened up, allowing the spear to pass right through it before the spear landed amid the roots beyond them.
I took a deep breath and switched to frost, covering both of them in a thin layer of ice.
“You really should get used to death.” Trina shifted and stepped forward as the creatures started to wiggle and break free of the ice. Her purple fog caught the two vine lions, and they became dried, brittle coils of thorns.
Regina shifted and kicked one. It shattered against the wall like a dead plant left out in the sun far too long. “Okay, take point. We’ll take care of moving them out of the way.”
The walls of the root-lined cavern wiggled, and more of the vine lions began moving through the substrate.
“Get moving,” I growled, taking up the front with Trina as my scales shifted to black and copper.
The vine lions came through the walls quicker than before, but with the two of us up front coating the hallway with death breath, the others were able to kill The Dreamer’s defenses as fast as they came.
“So much for this place being safe,” Helena muttered, but she had a smile on her face as she whacked at a dried bundle of vines, shattering it.
“Keep going.” I pushed through the tunnel until we were dumped out into a much larger chamber. “Fuck. Where the hell are we going?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Evelyn shouted.
I picked a direction and started to work my way around the cavern. “Give me more light.”
Someone put another spell into the air, and it was like midday in the cavern all of a sudden. Vine lions were everywhere. They were coming out of the walls, the floors, and even the ceilings. The tunnel we had just exited started pouring more out behind us.
“Forward.” I sprayed death breath in front of us while Trina covered our side.
Even as they died, they left huge batches of brambles that I had to clear for our less scaly members of the group.
“Regina, light up the ones Trina has killed,” I said, realizing they may hold fire better now that they were dead.
Her flames roared over the dead vines, setting them ablaze and circling around to our front, but I didn’t let the heat bother me as I continued to tear a path through the brambles.
“Up ahead.” Helena pointed. I followed her line of sight, spotting another tunnel.
We had no idea what would be through it, but we needed to get out of the current chamber.
I started moving just as a vine lion fell down on top of me, quickly wrapping itself around me. Trina breathed purple fog on me, and I tore off the dead vines as I kept my breath on the forward section.
Another fell down onto Helena.
“Get this off me!” she screamed, pulling at the thorns.
Trina took a breath almost by instinct and paused, realizing the damage she could do. Maeve was quicker. Her hands touched the vines, freezing them over. After they were frozen, Helena was strong enough to shatter them.
But our pause to help Helena had let the mass of them close in on us. More took up the strategy of their predecessors, climbing the walls to drop down on us en masse.
My death breath dried many of them, but it was hard to spray it up and forward without hitting the others. Maeve was doing what she could to freeze them, but there were just too many.
Evelyn went down, tangled in the vines before they stabbed into the ground and she sank into the roots.
“Get her up,” I shouted, dealing with my own vines. We were losing the battle. I tried to move to help her when the others couldn’t, but the vines were just too much.
Maeve went down next, the vine lions pulling her down too.
I roared in frustration, shifting and letting out a huge gout of death fog, killing as many as I could and trying to buy time as my claws raked into the roots.
I went wild, trying to dig Maeve and Evelyn back out, but they were gone. My claws found nothing. I turned, struggling against the roots to make out the others who were also covered.
I saw Helena’s wings disappear into the ground, followed by Regina’s bright red scales.
“My king.” Trina breathed death breath on me, even as I was being swarmed.
In the time she took to try to help me, she was pulled under and her breath vanished. I whipped about, beating the vine lions off. But I was alone at that point, my movement the only sound echoing around the large chamber.
They began to pile on top of me, anchoring me to the ground. Even my giant dragon form could barely move as they anchored my neck and prevented me from turning my death breath upon them.
Slowly, I sank into the ground.




Chapter 24


After being absorbed into the ground, I felt myself being pulled through the roots and the soil with zero sense of direction. 
I was thankful that dragons could hold their breaths for a long time underwater, using that skill at the moment. To conserve oxygen, I shifted back down to my hybrid form. The vines tightened down on me as I continued to be pulled through the roots.
As I descended, I started wondering when it would end. I could reduce my oxygen needs for a bit, but I was going to run out soon. Around the point I started trying to figure out my next game plan, the root system came to an end and I was dumped out into a new chamber.
The space was empty except for a giant open flower in the center, a pool of liquid resting within it. Soft light shimmered off the petals and I looked around for anyone else from my party.
“Hello?” I called out.
There was a swish of liquid as something moved, and I focused my attention on the noise, watching as a petite, young woman rose out of the liquid.
I braced myself for glamor as I took in the nymph-like woman, cringing as I thought about how the others were going to make me never forget it if I succumbed to it once more.
But her eyes were a milky white, indicating her blindness as she looked around.
“Someone there?” she asked, facing in the direction of my voice.
I paused, but then I felt silly for being worried about a blind nymph. “Uh, I was drawn through the roots and ended up here.”
“Oh?” She sounded surprised. “I was napping. It has been a long, long time since I’ve had a guest. I was pulled down here… well… I’m not quite sure how long ago. The nectar here is what I’ve lived on.” She scooped up the liquid in her hands and drank from it. “Would you like some?”
Given the strangeness of Faerie, I thought it best not to drink the flower nectar. “No thanks.” I moved closer and sat on one of the petals. “Is there a way out of here?”
“Not that I’ve found.” She swished the nectar she sat within. “But I don’t exactly have the best eyes.” She laughed at her own blind joke.
I looked around the chamber. It was lit by the soft glow of the petals, but it all seemed to be the same root walls. I might have to try to blast my own way out.
“Would you be willing to do me a favor?” she asked.
I raised my eyebrows, wondering if it was all some fae ruse. But at the moment, I didn’t have a lot of options, so it was worth trying to get more information. 
“What can I help you with?” I knew better than to blindly agree.
“There is this big knot in the back of my hair. I cannot seem to work it out myself, and I thought maybe you could help.” She turned her back to me, and I spotted the tangle she was describing.
Pulling one of my mate’s hair brushes from my bracer, I scooted closer and worked on her hair. “You are oddly trusting. You don’t even know who I am.”
“I’ve been stuck in the dark, alone for a very long time. I’m just happy there is someone else here.” She looked over her shoulder with a brilliant smile.
I shook my head with a chuckle. “Well then, I suppose we are stuck together. I will try and get this knot out, but I might pull some hair.”
“That’s fine, as long as it stops being a giant tangle for a while.” She sat at the edge of the pool.
I took the brush and teased the edge of the knot, getting as much free as I could before I started to run the brush through it. If I didn’t do it gently, I’d rip out a ton of her hair.
“So, why are you here?” she asked, breaking the silence as I worked at the knot.
“My friend’s mother froze herself because she got too close to one of The Dreamer’s flowers. I came to try and help save her.” I saw no reason to be dishonest with the nymph. Either she had some relation to The Dreamer or she really was some innocent, lost soul stuck in the cavern.
“That’s some friendship,” she commented. “To take such a risky task for just a friend…” Her tone was leading.
“Well, she may be more than just a friend now. I marked and mated her during our journey,” I admitted.
“Marked and mated?” She frowned at the terms.
“I’m a dragon. We mark our mates; it is a permanent affair,” I explained.
“Oh,” she made an appreciative sound. “What a lucky woman. Where is she?”
I sighed. “We fell into a tunnel and then were attacked by vines that dragged us through the ground. I don’t know where she ended up. Apparently, we are separated for now.”
The nymph nodded. “The ground just opened up for me, swallowed me and dropped me down here.”
“You were blind before then?” I asked.
“Yes, born blind, though it makes me see the world differently.” She didn’t seem to be bothered by it at all.
I finished up with the knot as best as I could. “I’m going to comb out the rest. It might hurt a little bit.” I began pulling the brush through the remaining tangles, working to rake them out.
The nymph grunted as I pulled the brush through. “Just get it done.”
I finished and she ran her fingers through her hair.
“That’s so much better.” She sighed, enjoying running her fingers through.
I looked down at the brush. It was a simple thing for me to replace later. “Here, have this.” I placed it in her hand.
“Oh?” She ran her hands over it, getting an idea what it looked like. “This is an odd comb.”
“It’s a hair brush. My mates prefer it over a comb.” I didn’t bother explaining too much.
The nymph lifted it to her hair and ran it through several times with a satisfied smile. “Thank you.”
“You are welcome. I can’t imagine how lonely it must be to be stuck here.” I stood from the petal and went over to the wall, running my hand over the roots, trying to get an idea of how hard they would be to dig through.
“I wouldn’t try that if I were you,” the nymph warned me. Her tone had changed drastically, and that was the only answer I needed.
She shouldn’t have been able to see me, which meant there was more to her than she was letting on. “Going to stop pretending that you are some helpless nymph?”
“I really didn’t have anything to get rid of the knot.” She leaned on the edge of the pool, resting her elbows on the petals and her chin in her hands. “Besides, I didn’t exactly lie.”
“Are you The Dreamer?” I asked point blank.
“Complicated, but yes. This body was once a blind nymph that traded her body for a life with no complications. She is a sweet soul, but I’m using her body right now.” The Dreamer swam backwards in the nectar, gesturing for me to join her.
“I’ll pass.”
“Shame. This nectar could keep you young forever and fill you with incredible strength.”
“At what cost?” I asked, curious if she would answer me. There was some of it on my hands, but the risks seemed high.
“No point in answering. You won’t believe me anyway. So, you want to save the current Winter Queen?” She got right to the point. “Why? She’s wronged you.”
She knew far more than she should.
Walking back over to the petal, I sat at the edge of the pool. “Because if she survives, then Maeve is free to be my mate.”
“But Maeve is already your mate. You said as much.” She swam up to my side and looked up at me. Part of me wanted to move away, but given the power she held and the fact that I was in her domain, I wasn’t sure it would make much of a difference.
“If Maeve becomes queen, then she’ll be limited in how much time she can spend with me. It will be more complicated for us,” I sighed.
The Dreamer nodded. “But what if I told you that I purposefully tried to kill Winter, both because she is already dying and because I want Maeve to become queen?”
“You tried to kill Winter?” I asked, surprised at her admission.
Now I really wanted to get out of her domain. I thought about attacking the nymph and running, but it wasn’t The Dreamer in front of me. She was simply using the nymph’s body.
“Winter has already obtained enough power to return to the war and beat back Summer. In fact, she has enough power to do far more than just beat her back. Winter would have plunged your world into a ten-year winter before the power she obtained killed her. I stopped that and intended to fully absorb her strength because it did not come from the fae.” She swished in the pool again, drawing my attention to her once more.
I processed her information, asking the question I most wanted the answer to at the moment. “Where are my mates?”
“Safe,” she promised quickly. “This is a conversation for us. Though, I know you would not consent to a conversation with me if I had harmed them. Dragons are such territorial creatures.”
“Understatement of the year,” I snorted. “Can I see them?”
“No, but I am a fae still. I cannot lie.” She stared at me with her white eyes. “They are alive and well, though the angel won’t stop stabbing my roots. It is testing my patience.”
I couldn’t help the laugh that spilled out of me. “Okay. That I believe. Then let’s hurry this up. What do you want?”
“Balance. You’ve mated with the Fall Lady. If I continue, Winter will die. The power she holds will be claimed by me, and Maeve will ascend the Winter Throne. She’ll use the power you hold and your strength will be at her side. She will have a strong running for this Winter, and you may even be able to hold off Summer for quite some time.” She sighed. “But you will grow stronger, and that’s where it becomes complicated. Your dragons will side with Winter, and Summer will suffer terrible losses in the years to come. The balance will break.”
I frowned. “Are you able to see the future?”
“No, but history repeats itself too often.” She swam amid the nectar for a second, drinking it. “You are a heavy pendulum that will sway the balance. Summer already knows this.”
Suddenly, the images of Summer consoling me and working herself into my good graces during the wedding planning came to mind. “That’s why Summer has been so helpful?”
“She knows that, when you stand behind Maeve, the Fall Lady will grow in power, but I do not think she realizes how much. What if Maeve’s daughter is a dragon? How do you think that will affect their wars?” The Dreamer asked me.
The question was startling.
Our child would be the next Fall Lady one day. And not only would she be my daughter and powerful, but she would likely spend much time in Faerie. I could only imagine Tiamat feeding her granddaughter plenty of meat from the Wilds until she was large enough to rival Tiamat herself.
Even if I didn’t disrupt the balance of power, our child most certainly would.
“How does killing Winter help anything?” I brought myself back to the original question.
“Because then we can talk about you mating the other queen of the fae conflicts. That way, should the two fight, and they will, you become an arbiter of peace between them rather than siding with one. Also, while we are on the topic of mating fae queens, you may consider the third in order to fully drive the balance needed.” The Dreamer made lazy circles in the nectar.
She wanted me to take two more wives for balance in the fae realm. While it made sense, I didn’t love the idea. I mated for love, not political ties.
“Third?” The only other one I could think of… “Ikta? No.”
The Dreamer laughed. “Don’t be so scared of her. She might not be right in the head, but she would care for the father of her children. Besides, she really would help the world refill with mana. At its current rate, paranormals will begin to die off within a hundred years. Or if they survive, they’d have little to no powers. There wouldn’t be enough mana for them to manifest.”
“A hundred years?” I was shocked at her prediction. “That’s not a lot of time.”
“Faerie will be fine. I will insure of that. My daughters will thrive.”
My frown at the word must have caught her attention.
“The nymphs. All of the nymphs are my children.” The Dreamer smiled at me. “You have quite the appetite for them too.” She paused, making a noise of thought.
I had so many questions for The Dreamer, but I had to keep focused on the reason I’d come to her. “What will it take to free Winter?” I had promised Maeve. Even with the demands that The Dreamer was teeing up, I needed to follow through.
“Even after what I’ve told you, you still wish to free her?” The Dreamer tilted her head, studying me, but not surprised.
“Yes. Even if she causes trouble in the future, I’d like time with Maeve before she needs to take the throne.” I stood firm, keeping my word to Maeve.
The Dreamer twirled a lock of hair in her fingers. “I will require you to keep the balance. It will require far more work from you.”
“Lay it out for me,” I said, bracing myself.
“In order for Winter to survive, she must be disconnected from the source power she’s acquired. Otherwise, this deal is short lived. She will retain what she’s already claimed and you must be careful—she’s bargained with things that she shouldn’t have,” The Dreamer advised me.
I nodded, happy for the deal to last longer. This was about making time for me and Maeve, even if it would have complications. From what I’d learned from Maeve, she wanted this.
“How do I do that?”
“Help from your father,” she answered with a lopsided smile. “I tried to make a deal with him when he went to remove you from this plane.”
I stayed quiet, waiting for more.
“He denied me though. In the end, he wound up right where he needed to be. Your father is brilliant like that. He’s like me and can clearly see the path forward.” The Dreamer had a look on her face like a love-struck woman. “I would have taken him in and let my nymphs raise you. You both would have been happy, and I’d have more dragons in the Wilds producing mana. But, alas, he denied me.”
I waited for her to continue, but that seemed to be the end of her story. “Where is he?” I felt like she was teasing me, making me ask.
“Dead.” She smiled. “In the realm of the dead. The Underworld to be exact.”
My brows shot up into my hairline. “The Underworld is real?” 
I knew that the paranormal had played a role in much of the myths of our world. But I had assumed that the Underworld was another name for Hell.
“Yes, and dragons with their death magic have quite the connection to the place. Your father drew on that to free you from the Wilds, but at a cost. Death magic is very powerful, and equally dangerous.”
She’d just hit me with a lot of information.
My father was dead. And while a part of me had assumed that was true in order for me to have been raised without him, there was still an ache in it being confirmed.
And he’d died trying to save me. And now The Dreamer wanted me to go into the Underworld and find him.
“I will take on that task. It sounds like my father has already started to prepare. How do I get there?”
The Dreamer shrugged. “Not my area of expertise. But you have a friend that is well connected to it. A lich that lives in Philly, if I’m to understand correctly.”
I nodded, once again not sure about how much information she possessed. “Morgana’s friend. I will seek him out, and we will sever Winter from the source of her new power. What else?” I knew she wouldn’t give up so easily.
“Mate Summer, and support her through the coming spring. Then you must mate Ikta before the end of the next year.” She smiled.
I wanted more than an obligation, but I wasn’t unattracted to those two, I would have to pursue them and form something on my own. This was the price for her help in saving Winter.
My head started swirling, and I went to pace the room as she continued speaking. 
“Finally, drink the nectar.”
I turned to face her as she smiled blindly. “Those are my terms. Or you can let Winter die and things will play out as they are. Though, you are likely to fall to Summer’s attempts eventually so really that one isn’t too hard of a request.”
I rubbed at my forehead. The idea of more mates pleased my dragon, but I was growing tired of others thrusting them on me. “What’s in the nectar?”
“Vitality and my blessing. Fae queens would backstab half their courts for a chance to drink this.” She smiled, scooping some of it from the pond. It was more vicious than water, but certainly not like honey. If anything, it reminded me of a white wine.
“No, what exactly does it do?” I wasn’t about to let her drug me.
“It is my blessing. You will become… unusually virile, even for a dragon. It will also lower your resistance to my children. Both Summer and Ikta will come with nymphs to support them. And I’d love for them to bear dozens of dragons. It will also grant you strength as you take more fae into your harem.” She smiled, holding her cupped hand of nectar higher.
I stared at her hands, replaying her description of the mana in my world. She couldn’t lie. She believed mana would run out, and now was offering me the chance to sire a small army of dragons.
I couldn’t help but wonder how many steps ahead of me she was thinking.
“This nectar won’t have any disastrous side effects?”
She wrinkled her nose and withdrew her cupped hands of nectar. “There might be some effects I didn’t explain.”
“Like?”
“The virility and weakness to nymphs might be a side effect of something else.” She pursed her lips. “It will awaken the wild magic you incorporated from Ikta. Zach, you are the pendulum of change. You will shape an era, and you will need that strength.”
“That’s all?” I pressed her further.
“Yes.” She lifted the nectar.
This wasn’t what I wanted, but at the same time, she was pushing me in a direction I knew I needed.
“Deal then.” Something tentatively snapped between the two of us. But rather than take it directly from her hands, I scooped my hands into the liquid and raised it to my mouth.
In all of her plans, they included me alive and producing dragon whelps. I didn’t need to make her agree to not harm me or protect me; I already knew that she would. It was in her best interest. There was no reason to get me to agree to all of this just to harm me.
The nectar slid down my throat, an intoxicating sweetness hitting me as The Dreamer rose out of the nectar and grabbed my shoulder. “I was unable to claim your father. But I hope that you put a good word in for me when you see him next.”
My vision wavered as something bloomed inside of me, as everything went black. She lifted me up as she stepped out of the pool.




Chapter 25


I woke up with a groan. 
“There he is.” Helena patted my face. “Wake up. We have questions.”
I cracked open an eye to see all of them standing around me amid the jungle. “Yeah, what questions?”
“We were all absorbed into the plant thing and came out into an area all together, but you weren’t there. Then the walls collapsed on us, and we were all brought out here with you. At first, I thought we were being punished for little miss stabby over here going to town.” Polydora shot Helena a look, but seemed to get no apology from the nephilim.
I held my head, feeling hungover. “Makes sense.”
“Well, it doesn’t to us. What the hell happened in there?” Trina put her hands on her hips.
“I… I think I made a deal with the devil,” I replied as Evelyn helped me to a sitting position. Her every touch was suddenly sending a blaze of pleasure through my nerves, different than anything before.
That nectar had done a number on me.
“What was the deal?” Maeve crossed her arms.
“Your mother apparently took power from something she shouldn’t have, and now The Dreamer is trying to kill her so that the balance is restored. For your mother to be allowed to live, we have to break the bond between her and something in the Underworld.”
Maeve hissed. “That is not good.”
“Understatement. It is bad enough that The Dreamer was trying to kill her.” I shook my head, wondering how to tell them the rest of the deal.
“There’s more.” Trina frowned at me.
“Yeah. She wants me to mate Summer and Ikta to keep the balance among the fae.” I paused and waited, but they all looked at me strangely. “Think what happens if I start giving Maeve and Evelyn dragon daughters that join the Winter fae’s front lines.” Which was far more likely now that I’d had a sip of that nectar. Though, I was going to keep that bit quiet for now.
“Oh.” All of them but Helena started to understand.
“So, you are going to run around claiming more.” The nephilim rolled her eyes, but I could see a little pang of jealousy behind them.
“First, we need to deal with Winter’s connection to the Underworld. And we’re going to go to T for some guidance. Which means a lot of traveling and time.… unless…” I felt a headache coming on as I realized my best option.
“Unless what?” Regina asked.
I rubbed at my forehead. “Unless I ask for help from a certain fae queen that happens to be really great about getting around. Ikta,” I clarified for everyone present.
Maeve’s eyes went wide. “Is that wise?”
“It's my best shot to get this done and not piss off all my beautiful mates for missing a wedding.” I sighed. “Come on.” I got moving.
Ikta had a penchant for showing up when I least needed her. Maybe she’d finally show up when I did.
We passed a pool of nymphs and I stopped. “Hello, nymphs, I’m Zach Pendragon and I’m looking for Ikta, The Spider Queen. Any idea where I might find her?”
When they turned to look at me, I felt like I was falling into their soulful eyes. I had to forcibly pull my mind back in place.
“No. But if you join us, I’m sure one of us could go run and get her,” the nymph said sweetly.
Helena grunted. “Like they offered a way to The Dreamer. They’ll do anything for a little roll in the gold.”
“Oh, you are using the term now?” Poly teased Helena.
“It’s catchy.” She crossed her arms defensively.
Rather than join the nymphs, I continued on. Ikta was well connected to them, and I just hoped that if I paused at each of the nymph pools to spread the word, Ikta would find me sooner or later.
***We walked for about an hour, passing messages among the nymphs. Until, when I stopped a pool of nymphs, Ikta was ‘casually’ among them.
“Oh, my sweet Dragon King, have you come to enjoy the fruits of the Wilds?” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.
“As a matter of fact, I have.” My words made Ikta do a double take, and her brows pinch together before a wave of magic passed over my group.
“You are real.” She sounded surprised.
I sat down near her pool. “Real, and I come with an offer. I’d like for you to mate with me.”
Ikta got serious and pulled herself out of the pool. Her dress parted down the front, showing off her two pale mounds and her purple dress dripped down to the ground.
I evaluated her differently than before. She’d always been an adversary, or at least, somebody I couldn’t trust. And she was definitely crazy and unpredictable.
But now, as I began to consider her a future mate, it shifted things a bit. I took her in with a different frame of mind. And my body couldn’t help but notice her stunning beauty. She swayed out of the water, her dress trailing behind her.
She eyed me, seeming to try to figure out what I was up to with my statements. She didn’t know about my deal with The Dreamer, and I could use that to my advantage.
“I need your help to travel quickly to Philly, and then elsewhere. The Dreamer gave me a task in order to free Winter. I know there is little you want from me other than my whelps, so I am here to bargain,” I laid out what I wanted.
“A month of you, me, and a pool full of nymphs,” Ikta replied quickly with a smile that both enticed and sent a shiver down my spine.
“Two weeks of me, you, and a pool full of your nymphs, at the time of my choosing within the next… let’s say a year and a half?” I smiled internally, the two coinciding well. “And in return, you will help me travel as I need it.” I offered something that was well within my existing deal with The Dreamer.
My girls were oddly quiet behind me, waiting for me to strike this deal on my own.
“I am the Queen of the Wilds, not someone to be at your beck and call,” Ikta huffed, but she didn’t say ‘no’. “Every time you call for my help, I get…” She tapped her lips in thought. “I get another day of your choosing.”
I blew out a breath as if she was asking a lot from me, but I’d expected her to push much harder. She was closer to accepting than I’d anticipated. “You know as well as I do that given a few days in a pool with you and some nymphs, I will likely end up marking all of you. And any I knock up will likely stick with me longer and get more time anyway.”
“The world needs lots of dragons.” Ikta nodded along with my words. “Your seed will be very strong to make many. Besides, if you attract nymphs like that, you’ll need your own place. They will likely fill the roles of servants; it is just their nature.”
“Their nature?” I frowned and looked over at Evelyn for confirmation.
The nymph shrugged. “We have none of the ambition that consumes humans and fae. We simply want to share pleasure and have children. Don’t judge us by your standards.”
With all of the strangeness in the paranormal world, I was surprised to find I accepted her statement as truth. “Okay.” I turned back to Ikta. “You have a deal.” I held out my hand.
Ikta grinned wide and grabbed my hand quickly, holding my forearm with the other. “Then it’s a deal. Where do you want to go?” Her touch sent tingles through me.
“To a nursing home in Philly. Once we’re there, we will go wherever T tells us to go, but it will be within the Underworld,” I explained.
Ikta’s grin faded a bit. “The Underworld? Why? I can only bring you to the entrance if you know where it is.”
“Because Winter apparently got some power from there, and we need to sever its connection to her. Otherwise, The Dreamer will continue to attempt to kill her.”
Ikta waffled her head for a moment. “Fine. Picture the nursing home.”
I thought about the place where T lived, and she put a hand to my head before her fingers drew a circle in the air. The circle expanded right into the parking lot, just behind the shrubs.
“Come on.” I didn’t have time to deal with the risk she just posed by opening a portal in the city.
“Bye! We look forward to you joining us.” The nymphs in the pool waved their fingers at me.
Marching through the portal, the others came behind me quickly and we walked into the parking lot and into the nursing home.
“Oh wow. More cosplayers,” the nurse commented, looking at Helena and Maeve who were not hiding their natures at present.
Trina coughed and shot both of them a look. 
Evelyn, however, was a drop-dead sexy assistant once again. “Yes, the convention this week is great. But I thought I’d stop in to visit my grandfather.” 
I went with the cover up she provided, happy to not deal with more questions. “We know the way.”
“Just sign in.” The nurse paid us no more attention as I scribbled down a fake name on the booklet and continued through the nursing home.
T’s room was like any other. I knocked before opening it.
“Who?” He turned from the TV, sitting in a rocker.
T looked like an old man with one foot in the grave. He had bushy eyebrows that nearly hid his eyes and long, white hair. His skin was so pale, I wasn’t sure what color it had been originally. And he wore a baggy robe that hid what I expected was an almost skeletal frame.
But T was tall. As he stood, he towered over the group, save for me.
“If it isn’t my favorite customer.” He pulled out a pair of scissors. “Come to get your haircut?”
“No.”
“Nails trimmed?” He pulled out some clippers.
“No. I need some help. We need to go to the Underworld. I was told you had some relation to it.” I tried to hurry everything along, not feeling the need to explain it all.
The rest of our group had piled into the room behind me, and it was feeling more than a little cramped.
T groaned and sat back down. Though, I figured it was all an act. The man was made immortal when he became a lich. 
“I would rather not go back there.”
“At least take us?” I asked.
T’s brows pinched down, but otherwise, there was no movement from him. “Do you know why I became a lich?”
“Because the Church had invaded your lands, and you wanted to screw them over,” I restated what I knew. I remembered the story from Morgana of his sweep through Spain to take down the Church.
“No,” T snapped. “Because I was a fool wanting more power to sate my anger. The Underworld is not a place to stroll casually. More so, the location is guarded.”
Given all the Greek lore, I threw out, “By a three-headed dog?”
“Precisely.” T nodded. “A very powerful and immortal three-headed dog. And not just the un-aging kind of immortality. It will never die; its soul will just continue to escape the land of the dead.”
“Ah,” I said swallowing. “So, how did you do it?”
“Guile and trickery of course. But even then, I did not venture more than a little beyond the gates of the Underworld.” He pulled back his sleeve to show off that he was nothing but skin and bones. “For that, I paid a dear cost for power. But I used that power to save my people, so I do not regret it. Why would you venture there?”
I sighed. “To save the Winter Queen—” 
“Fool,” T spat. “She wouldn’t do the same for you.”
I looked towards Maeve who gave a grudging shrug. And I knew he was right. Winter had already left me once to die.
“I’m doing it to save Maeve from having to take the Winter Throne,” I admitted my real reason. “And apparently, my father is down there waiting for me.”
T nodded slowly. “Bahamut is waiting for you?” There was a spark of interest in his eyes.
“According to The Dreamer,” I added. I was working with a lot of half information, but it would just have to be enough. And I trusted T. He’d come through for me before.
“Fine. Come. And don’t tell my daughter that I left. She worries too much.” He pushed himself up out of the rocker.
“Where are we going?” I gestured to Ikta to make a portal.
“Southern tip of Spain. Gibraltar, better known as the Pillars of Hercules, once upon a time.” He stood before the Spider Queen with a frown as his eyes glowed an eerie green. He gazed down at her. “I don’t know you.”
“Before your time.” Ikta grinned. “Young boy.”
T guffawed and then broke out into a full belly laugh. “I haven’t met someone who could call me that in a very long time.”
“This is Ikta, the Spider Queen and Queen of the Fae Wilds,” I introduced her.
She bowed with a flourish as a portal ripped open in front of T’s door. “As you please, my future husband.”
T’s brows rose, and I shrugged it off, stepping through the portal.
Salty air hit my nose first as we stood atop a grassy plain that ended in sheer cliffs, battered by the ocean waves.
The air horn of a tanker blared, and I realized that we were among civilization. To one side of us was a massive harbor and a town wrapped around it, and on the other side was a large city.
“The Underworld is hidden here?” I asked, looking around and feeling like if it was, it would have been found by humanity already.
“Yes, though it is a bit of a climb.” T pointed down the side that held the harbor.
“Can’t Ikta just portal us down there?” I asked.
The Spider Queen wrinkled her nose. “I can get you to the entrance, but no farther. My portals step through Faerie, which touches this plane, but not the Underworld.”
“Down there then. I think.” T squinted at the area.
“Great, a senile, old man leading the way. I’m sure nothing could go wrong,” Helena scowled at T.
“Oh look, a pent-up angel. Don’t bend a wing when you hit that oversized ego of yours,” T snapped back. Just because T was old, didn’t mean he’d lost his wits.
Evelyn held a hand to her mouth as she tried to stop herself from laughing.
“Yo-you.” Helena failed to come up with a retort, and Ikta was already stepping through the next portal.
We all hurried to get away from the angry nephilim.
“You are going to pay for that one,” she promised, seeming to feel the need to say something.
“This way. And maybe you should stuff those wings away. We are going pretty close to that port after all. The blue skin, you two, too.” He looked back at our group and raised an eyebrow at Regina’s outfit, but he made no comment.
Maeve put on a necklace and her skin turned pale, her ears hid themselves under her long silver hair. “Wise.”
“That I am,” T chuckled as he led us through the woods to the base of the cliff. He moved along the side, occasionally poking a few rocks here or there as he moved.
Ikta stepped up close to me. “Does he really know where it is?”
“I heard that,” T grumbled. “It has been a few years. I just have to…” He pried a rock off the cliff, and it tumbled to the ground.
There was nothing behind the rock, but when it hit the ground, it fell right through, causing an illusion to waver and break. Suddenly, we were faced with a hole in the ground.
“There it is.” He smiled. “Be careful on your way down.”
I leaned over the hole, waiting to hear the rock hit the bottom, but no sound returned.
I grew more anxious with every passing moment; nothing echoed back.
“How far down does it go?” I asked.
“We’ll be climbing down for a while. Be careful of the hand holds; they aren’t always very firm.”
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“Stupid Underworld.” Ikta climbed down comfortably with her spider legs. 
“You didn’t have to come.” I looked up and caught a full view up her dress. Her underwear was barely even there.
She grinned from ear to ear and swished her hips while dangling from the spider legs that came out of her back. “Like something you see?” She spread her legs a little wider.
For the most part, Ikta appeared human. It was just the six spider limbs that came out of her back that gave her the name ‘Spider Queen’. Well, that and the fact that she had an entire army of driders somewhere out in the Wilds.
“My king, please stop egging her on.” Trina climbed down beside me, her claws finding purchase in the otherwise hard rock. She seemed the most comfortable out of the group climbing down.
I constantly felt like I was about to fall to my death.
“And you should stop teasing him.” Trina pointed at Ikta. “This is a dangerous journey, not some romp in the woods where you get to pull him into the bushes at the end for a little fun.”
“I know that. I only came to protect my part of the deal.” Ikta crossed her arms under her chest. “If he dies, I get no whelps. So, until I can get him in my pool of nymphs, I need to keep him alive.” She zoomed down the wall, her spider limbs turning it into a joke.
Trina huffed, and I had to raise an eyebrow in question. “Let’s get this over with and then we can get home. I don’t like this one bit. You are our king, and we are delivering you to the Underworld. We should be protecting you.”
I picked my way down the wall, my black and copper scales on my hands catching a little of the green light that T was putting out. I looked down, trying to spot the end and wishing that the passage was wide enough to be able to fly down.
Ikta raced back up. “Not much longer. There is a bottom in maybe fifty feet.”
Her words were the encouragement I needed as I picked up the pace and hurried down the rocky cliff face. Clambering down the rocks, I saw the bottom and jumped. It was a hard landing, but I was sturdy enough to manage it.
“Loud,” Poly hissed. “We don’t know what’s down here.”
“A very big river,” T replied, finishing the climb and gingerly stepping down. “I haven’t gotten past the river.” He stepped over to where I could now hear water sloshing on the shore.
I looked along it, spotting a bleach white tree on the rocky shore.
“I thought you said you got here through trickery and guile?” I frowned. “Where’s the giant, three-headed dog and the big fancy gates?”
“Poetic exaggeration. Last time I was here, the Ferryman wouldn’t take me any farther, and the howls of Cerberus were a distant song.” T went up to the tree and lovingly stroked it. “So my family tree rests against the shores of the Styx.”
There was a gentle creaking of a boat as a single lantern came towards us, illuminating the inky dark waters. I could just barely make out something moving under the surface.
“That’s him?” I pointed at the little row boat with a hooded figure on the boat.
As if our presence called him, his boat scraped up onto the shore.
“Come.” The figure pointed to me and me alone.
I approached him cautiously, my senses on alert. “What of the others?”
“They’ll stay here. This is a task for you alone, son. I know why you are here.” The figure pulled back the hood, and the face I’d seen many times in the crystal smiled at me. “Hurry, time is short. You shouldn’t be here longer than you have to be.”
“Zach, are you sure that’s him? This could be a trick,” Evelyn asked.
“It’s Bahamut,” T replied solemnly, his ghostly eyes illuminating Bart. “There is no illusion.”
With their confirmations, I felt a sudden elation. This was my father. Despite everything, I found myself jumping into the boat. “I’ll be back shortly.”
My father cast a glance at those that had traveled with me, his eyes lingering on Ikta. “Interesting. I couldn’t have predicted that.”
“I have so many questions,” I started.
“Hold on.” He grabbed an oar from the bottom of the boat and shoved it against the shore, pushing us off and into the water.
But after that initial push, there was no rowing required. The little dingy continued to glide across the river as if there was no friction. I should have been paying attention to the scenery around us, but I couldn’t take my eyes off my father.
“Hello, son.” Bart smiled at me. “I hope things have been well. Sorry I couldn’t be there for you.”
Fuck, those simple words made my heart clench. “Sorry you couldn’t be there either. I… I don’t know where to start.”
“Well, we can start at the present or in the past, your choice,” he stated calmly.
“Past,” I said without hesitation. “This boat ride is going to take a little while, isn’t it?”
“Yes. We are going down the river Styx. Eventually, it will branch, and we will travel to Tartarus. But the past?” Bart rubbed at his chin and sat on one of the benches, gesturing for me to take the other. “Well, let’s start with this most recent life. I was born amid the Fae Wilds and my dragon was sealed. Without my dragon, I never reclaimed my memories.”
“And you had me? Tia would have gotten her memories back,” I scowled at him.
“Yes, and your mother is known to be the paragon of restraint.” He gave me a dour look.
“Point taken,” I chuckled. “So, after she was pregnant, you got your dragon back and your memories. Then you ran away with me?”
I tried not to push, but I was desperate for more information.
“Your egg,” he clarified. “I ran away with your egg and took care of it, until you were ready to hatch. The Dreamer had approached your mother, and later me, about you. The Dreamer was keenly interested in you even though we both denied her.”
I swallowed. “She still is.”
“You’ve made a deal with her?” His face grew more serious as he stared at me.
“Yeah.” I sighed. “I promised to balance out the fae realm by taking two more mates. I am already mated to Maeve, the Fall Lady.”
“Good for you,” Bart chuckled. “That’s likely a far better deal than if she had gotten to you while you were young. I wanted you to grow up without having to deal with The Dreamer at every turn. If I removed you from her area of influence, then she’d also have no reason to harass your mother and what we thought were the last of the dragons.”
I looked into the water, seeing shimmering silver blobs running under the surface.
Souls.
“I was a ticking time bomb,” I said as his words sank in. “By sending me to Earth, you took the bomb away from Tia. But I ended up in a deal with The Dreamer anyways.”
“One of your own volition, and one that didn’t involve the death of a village of dragons or anyone else but me.” Bart shrugged. “Sorry, it was the best option. You had a nice family? They were kind to you?” A small growl entered his last question.
“They were very kind, but older. They’ve passed.” I let out a sigh, suddenly looking through the Underworld, wondering if I could meet them again.
“Unfortunately, they probably aren’t in the place we are going. There is a fork ahead. There is a place for the good, the ordinary, and the bad. We are going to the bad. I truly hope they are not there or I’ll feel I failed you as a father. The Underworld is a place of resting for souls to be washed clean of their past life, depending on how Thanatos judges them.” Bart pointed ahead to a fork.
He had easily explained the past even if it wasn’t ideal, the past was what it was. Now it was time to focus on the present.
“What gave Winter power? And if the Greek gods were dragons, what are all of these?” 
I had questions about the present. Bart had answered the important parts of my past. I needed time to digest and understand how I felt about what he’d done.
“The Underworld is just something that has always been. Your mother and I have died many times, weathered the washing of our souls and been reborn. But there are great primordial beings here that have died and remained in Tartarus, feasting on the souls of the damned. They are ancient and powerful things, trapped because there is no vessel born that could hold them.” My father directed the small boat to the rightmost path. “They have stirred recently and begun reaching out past the Underworld to the mortal world. Given what you are, I knew you would be drawn into this.”
“And I need to do what exactly? The Dreamer didn’t give me much information besides that you would know how to help. I think she has a thing for you,” I joked.
Bart sighed, and it sounded like his soul was about to leave his body. “I’m aware, but just imagine if Tia and her were in the same harem.” Bart shuddered and got back to business. “The beings down here are just souls, though they are powerful. You should be able to disrupt them long enough to sever the connection to Winter.”
“Which one?” I wasn’t exactly keen on picking multiple fights with ancient primordial beings. That sounded like a recipe for a disaster.
“We will see.” Bart started casually weaving the most complex spell I had ever seen. “When we find them, you distract them and I’ll sever the connection to Winter. I’m afraid that I can’t do more than that. My deal as the Ferryman with Thanatos prevents me from interfering further.”
“What deal did you make?” I asked.
“Thanatos is a friend. He even came out of the Underworld and joined the little club we called Mount Olympus for a time.” Bart smiled, as if remembering happy old days.
I nearly choked. What he called a little club had turned into mythology.
“Fine, point out which one, and I’ll do the hard work,” I agreed.
“Keep your scales copper,” he coached.
“How about this?” I shifted into my hybrid form, tearing my clothes. My scales were black and copper, swirling together.
“Huh.” Bart looked stumped for the first time. “I did not expect that to happen. Do you have both the strength of a copper and black?”
“If I keep them in balance, I’m twice as powerful,” I confirmed.
Bart nodded, and went back to his complex magic diagram. “Very, very interesting. Paranormal blood doesn’t mix. Offspring are always either one or the other. So pardon me if I’m just shocked. I expected you to take after one of us, not both.”
“I’ve never heard of either of you having children with the ability to change colors. That would have made waves,” I said, starting to think through it.
“Another story for another time. We approach.” Bart gestured towards where the river seemed to end, and as we got closer, I could see that it poured into a giant funnel. 
The inky water and the silvery souls were stretched out and swirling slowly to the bottom. Every now and then one of the silver souls would wink out. It was several miles deep of swirling water cascading down from the river.
There was a dreadfully drawn-out wail of pain that seemed to be endlessly coming from it.
“That seems fun.” My tone dripped with sarcasm.
“Careful.” My father cast the spell he’d been forming, and it floated above the giant whirlpool of souls, casting the whole area in dim, red light.
Under the lip of the funnel and behind the whirlpool, souls that had retained their form moved about. Many were quite large, but others were smaller, flitting between their masses.
Bart’s spell grew brighter, until the light seemed to leach out of the surroundings into one of the figures.
It was a towering soul, mostly humanoid in appearance. The difference was that his skin was cold stone, and where he should have had hair, long wisps of shadow flowed from his head and his eyes gave off a gray mist.
If the spell affected it, the giant showed no indications as it continued to pick souls from the back of the whirlpool, like a child picking berries and popping them in its mouth.
“That’s less than ideal,” Bart said. “Iapetus. God of craftsmanship and mortals. Well, humans really. Very violent, both a schemer and stupid.” Bart made a clicking noise.
“How is someone both stupid and a schemer?” I frowned.
“Ever meet someone who thinks they have nothing but brilliant plans?” Bart looked over his shoulder at me with a smile. “I really hope I didn’t just offend you.”
“I don’t take after Tia that much,” I countered.
Bart choked on a laugh he knew he shouldn’t be having. “Don’t tell your mother I laughed at that.”
“No promises.” I grinned. “So, just go tussle with tall, dark, and terrifying down there, and then come back?”
“Keep to your death colors. Your breath won’t have much effect though. It will be a battle of brute force and your magic.” Bart nodded.
“Not exactly much of a wizard, if I’m honest. Will that be a problem?” I asked.
Bart looked at me with a hint of disappointment, and it took me a moment to realize that it was directed at himself. Even knowing that, I felt a pang of sadness that I’d disappointed him. 
“No, you should be fine. No magic?”
“I can make some three-step enchantments,” I said proudly, trying to buy back a little excitement.
“So, no magic. Got it,” Bart dismissed it as if it was nothing and it stung.
I tried to push it aside. I wasn’t some damn child needing his father’s approval. The beast in my chest growled, and I worked to pump myself up for the battle to come.
I was the damn Dragon King.
“See you later.” I jumped off the edge of the boat, lifting my hands high as I crashed down through the whirlpool and onto the several mile-tall, glowing giant.
I wasn’t sure what I was expecting. The thing was a soul, but it felt like I hit a steel plate as I landed on its shoulder. Up close, the thing was far bigger than I’d expected. In my hybrid form, I was nothing but a pest on his shoulder.
Iapetus’ head turned slowly and sounded like grinding rocks. Its giant hand tried to catch me, but I wasn’t that stupid. My wings extended from my body, and I let the air pressure from its massive hand glide me towards its face.
The giant frowned as I latched onto its ear and started cutting into its rocky flesh with my claws.
“Dad, how much damage do I need to do?” I shouted up.
“You’re doing good son.” Bart sounded like he wasn’t even watching. “Just keep doing… that.”
Fuck that.
I jumped off its back and put on mass as I shifted to my dragon form, dragging my claws down the giant’s back. Even then, I was like a gecko compared to the giant.
Two hands reached around its back and slapped around blindly, the rocky flesh booming and pieces crumbled down around me.
I scrambled down its back, trying to avoid the hands as I dug into its spine. With the size difference, I needed to attack a point of weakness. So using my front claws to hold onto it, I brought up my back feet and started raking the stone away.
I was pleased when the move had a noticeable effect. 
The giant bellowed in rage, and its hands reached for me and smacked its back, just barely missing me. I shifted my body side to side to avoid the hits, clinging on for dear life.
When it finally died down, I went back at it, digging my back claws into the rocks and tearing them out. It bellowed again, and I had to hold on as it sat down.
Quickly, it started rolling onto its back, intending to squish me.
I quickly darted to the side, using my wings to fly out of its range of motion. I had to bob and weave as I moved past several other colossal giants who paused what they were doing to try to snatch me out of the air. Each of them was weirder than the last.
As one of the giants tried to grab me and missed, it stumbled, smacking one of the others. 
And the one it hit was particularly monstrous. It looked sort of like I expected a medusa, with a serpent’s body from the waist down, and snakes for hair. Only its chest and face was that of a nightmarish gorilla with terrifying fangs and claws that seemed closer to a dragon’s.
The monstrous giant fanned a pair of wings out and the others backed away from me. I met its eyes. They were like glowing embers as it watched me with a strange smile.
“Thank you?” I wasn’t quite sure if it was singling me out, or just telling the others to back off.
It grunted and let out a hooting howl. The giants all parted, leaving room for me and Iapetus, who was still glowing red from my father’s spell.
I couldn’t help but notice that a few of the giants wandered over to where we had been battling, grabbing the pieces that I had torn off and popping them into their mouths.
I tried not to gag.
Iapetus charged forward, trying to swat me out of the air, but I held my wings out and rode the wind that his palm created. I spun, latching onto the bottom of his arm and bit down, tearing off chunks of rocks and swallowing them.
The giant howled and tried to swat me again.
“Time to fly!” Wings open, I was like the most annoying fly in the world as I used his palm to glide out of the way once more.
Deciding to use his strength, I let the pieces of the giant slide down my throat. But I didn’t feel myself grow immediately. Instead, it felt like I’d just tried to eat concrete. My stomach felt heavy even with that small bite.
So, of course, I was going back for more. This had to be the more nutritious thing I could eat. It was a titan for crying out loud.
Iapetus wasn’t really learning his lesson. He was still striking at me with a flat palm that created far too much wind pressure and let me glide out of his attack, but he had become smart enough to keep swatting and using said pressure to keep me away.
“Bart, are you done yet?” I shouted.
“Almost,” my father grunted with effort.
Taking a chance to look away from my fight, I saw a giant sphere of runic script. My eyes grew wide. Now that was a spell. It put anything I’d ever seen from Sabrina or Sir Benifolt to complete shame.
Getting distracted by its intricacy, I didn’t move fast enough. I felt my wing crumple as a hand came from the side, followed up by a second hand coming down from the other side.
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As the two hands threatened to crush me, I shifted back to my hybrid form, grabbing the closest hand and hanging on for dear life as they came together. 
My head rattled and I felt like I was going to vomit, but I was alive.
As small as I was compared to Iapetus, the indentation at the center of his palm was deep enough that I wasn’t crushed. But now I was relatively trapped. The heel and the crown of his hands were touching above and below me.
As I tried to clear my head, the surface of his palm crumbled in my right grip, forcing me to lose my hold. I just took the chunks of rocks and stuffed them in my face. Then I grabbed another fist full, and kept stuffing my face, even though my stomach felt like it was going to burst.
Iapetus raised his hands to his face, glaring at me as I continued to tear into his palm.
“Sorry, man. I don’t know the next time I’ll have a chance to eat titans. I mean, you have to be some special sort of food right?” I spoke between crunching rocks.
His other hand swung high, and I knew it was time to skedaddle. Wings shot out of my back, and I flew on the air pressure from his hands. Like a daredevil, I shot out of the closing gap in his hands just as they clapped together in a boom that shook the air.
Escaping his hands, I once again found myself flying amid the giants. The monstrous one was still holding the others back while Iapetus spun to face me.
There was a red flash, and jags of red magic filled the air before something small shot from Bart above.
“I missed. You need to get that into the back of his neck,” Bart shouted.
In Iapetus’ chest was a thin, red lance glowing red and gold, with magic that was rapidly fading.
I tucked my wings and dove under Iapetus’ hand. As I got into position, I unfurled my wings to catch the wind of his next swing and rode the air high as the titan roared in my face. I knew where I wanted to go, and he seemed to also understand that I was targeting the new glowing spot in his chest.
His hand swung down, and I rode the wind until I was at the bottom side of his hand. I used my claws to catch his craggy skin and hung on with all my might. Iapetus’ hand clapped his chest with enough force that I doubted even Tiamat would have survived.
And my heart raced seeing that I was about four feet from where I would have been crushed to paste. I clung to the side of his hand as Iapetus lifted it off, checked his chest and frowned. Then Iapetus started looking around.
Thankfully, I’d fought off enough flies and gnats to know how to use some of their tactics. While the giant was looking around, I flew off his hand and got my claws on the magical spear my father had shot.
The giant’s last slap had driven it in deep, forcing me to brace my feet against its chest and heave to get the spear to even budge. I pushed once more, knowing I didn’t have long to dislodge it.
The hairs on the back of my neck tingled, and I jerked with all my strength once more. The spear came free, and I let myself tumble downward before his hand thundered another clap on its chest. Snapping my wings back out, I rode the wind and sailed around the giant.
Iapetus spun around several times, and I bid my time, waiting to swoop down and plunge the spear into the back of its neck. But it hadn’t escaped my notice that the spear seemed to be glowing dimmer by the second. I couldn’t wait for the perfect timing.
Seeing a good enough opportunity, I dove, rushing for Iapetus’ neck with the spear cocked back in my right arm. I got so close just before the giant’s eyes swiveled to track me.
I saw the recognition in its eyes, but it was too late to pull back.
His hand came around, and I threw the spear with all my momentum and strength. It shattered Iapetus’ craggy skin, sending chunks flying as the spear embedded itself into its neck.
I waited for a big boom, or really anything, to happen and stop Iapetus. “Did it work?” I shouted.
As my voice echoed around the space, a big, red sphere expanded from the spear, wrapping around Iapetus and caging him. It shoved me back as it expanded and out of range of his swing.
I stared at it, wondering what would happen next as his fist punched a big crack into it.
“Get out,” Bart shouted, and I didn’t question him. I flapped my wings for all they were worth.
There was a sound of a thousand windows shattering after Iapetus broke Bart’s spell and a soul whizzed past me, thrown by the giant. I shot into Bart’s little dingy, which now felt woefully too small for the giant heading our way.
Iapetus clambered over the other giants and tried to climb out. But it did look like he was struggling against the tide.
“Time to go!” Bart pushed with his oar and the boat started to leave.
There was a roar behind us, and Iapetus’ head rose above the edge of the river. But then the second, far more terrifying, giant got involved. It grabbed Iapetus and jerked its head back as the giant, fanged gorilla tore into its throat.
“Holy shit. Is that one about to eat the other?” The power inside the fanged gorilla was beyond anything I’d seen on Earth.
“Typhon. He seems to like you.” Bart looked over his shoulder. “Doubt he’ll be able to eat all of Iapetus, but they’ll bloody each other up enough that we can escape.”
As he said that, Typhon pulled a serpent from the hundreds dancing on his head and then hurled the snake at us.
“Watch out!” I grabbed my father and pushed him down, shifting my arm and holding it out as if it would do anything.
But before the snake reached us, it shrank to something that wasn’t even a concern.
It bit my arm as I watched, and then wrapped around the bracer on my arm, becoming the same metal as the bracer and fusing to it. But its fangs were still rooted into my arm, making the bracer seem far more permanent.
“What the?” I lifted it up to see a very scary looking snake with horns on its head curled around the bracer. The girls had once told me it was made out of some sort of tungsten carbonate, yet the serpent managed to blend right into that very specific metal.
Bart stood back up and brushed himself off, as if there weren’t two giant titans fighting just a little further out. “I told you. I think he likes you. He’s always been a fan of his progeny.”
“Wait.” I had so many questions. “He’s where dragons come from?”
“Among other monsters. Don’t sweat it. We are long distant from Typhon.”
“And what about your spell? It failed.” I looked over my shoulder. There was no sign of his spell still on Iapetus.
“It worked. Son, those creatures are primordial beings that have been alive before the first things gave breath. We never were going to be able to seriously injure them at our current strength. I simply cut his connection to the outside long enough to sever any existing connections he had made. Winter will be free of his influence, but she’ll still have what he gave her,” Bart explained.
“Oh. That doesn’t sound so bad.” If Winter held onto the power, then we wouldn’t have to use the fragment of the crown; actually, I could give it to Maeve. It would be a good tool for her to protect herself if she needed it.
Bart shrugged. “What is done is done. Winter made a deal with Iapetus. I don’t know who initiated the deal, but they will both likely suffer.”
I frowned but nodded. “So, then, what about this?” I held up my bracer.
“No clue. That’s a surprise for your future apparently. Like I said though, Typhon is the father of monsters. We are monsters after all, my son. We might pretend to be humans, and we might have noble goals, but time and time again when humans discover what we are, we are nothing but monsters.” His words held a tiredness within them.
I wanted to argue, but there was a reason we tried to keep ourselves under wraps in Philly.
“What do you suggest? Right now, humans are sniffing around the paranormal community.” I waited, happy for some guidance on how to proceed.
“I don’t know the present situation, but I know of the recent past. How did everything fare from our collision with the Church?” My father leaned in, interested.
“We lost most of the dragons. Sentarshaden survived, so it became a gathering point for paranormals in Europe. The vampires held the Balkans. Otherwise, it didn’t really spill out past Europe, though there are small conflicts in America,” I tried to summarize the complex history.
He cast a glance back at the whirlpool that we were quickly leaving behind. “And you just picked a fight with the titan responsible for starting humanity. I’m sure nothing could go wrong.” His tone was dripping with sarcasm.
I set my jaw and looked at my bracer again, not liking the fact that the father of all monsters had felt the need to send the snake with me. It felt like a part of something larger, something I didn’t understand yet.
“If I try and head this off by talking to important people in the human world, do you think that would do some good?” I asked.
“What a perfect mission for a dragon raised as a human.” Bart gave me a knowing smile. “Sorry, son. You will not have an easy life, but at least you seem to have a large number of partners to help you. I even saw Ikta among your women. That was a shock. I would have thought she would hate you given your mother and I.”
I sighed. “Maybe she got crazier when she was sealed away. But she just wants to make a lot of dragon babies.”
She’d certainly changed her opinion, and I was hoping that my siren would be able to have the same change of heart. Ikta had wanted to wear Jadelyn’s skin at one point, and I had a feeling that was going to be a touchy subject.
But I had a year and a half to figure it out.
As we continued back to the beginning of the Underworld, I could see the others arrayed out on the beach, watching and waiting for me. My heart warmed. The beast in me preened as it looked at its mates, the insatiable fucker not seeming near done.
Ikta saw me first, rising on her spider legs and waving wildly.
“Eager even,” Bart grunted. “If it turns out well, tell her I’m sorry for the whole sealing thing. In my defense, she had become a menace.”
“You can tell her yourself. Besides, we have a wedding to go to as soon as I can grab mother and free Winter,” I started talking quickly in my excitement, only to realize that my father was silent.
His pained smile told me all I needed to know.
“You aren’t coming.” It wasn’t a question. My excitement dropped to the bottom of the river as if a bucket of ice water had been poured on me.
“Sorry. I made a deal with Thanatos to get you out of Faerie. He’s a friend and made me a good deal, but I cannot break my bargain.” Bart looked remorseful. “But the good news is that you will live a long time, and I’ll be done with this eventually.”
I let out a breath and forced myself to stand up straight. “Then thank you, Bart. Your help here was vital.” I couldn’t call him father, not when he wasn’t going to stay.
“Thank you. I’m glad I got to see you. You’ve grown up to be an amazing man. I wish I could have watched it. And I wish I could join you for your wedding.” His boat ran ashore, and Ikta was practically pulling me out of the boat.
“See you.” I swallowed and forced myself to look away.
“My king.” Poly grabbed me and Trina looked me over head to toe for injuries.
I was naked and a little banged up, but the bruises would all heal relatively quickly compared to my spirit. “Let me get some clothes on.” I pulled my last pair of jeans from my bracer.
But as I moved my arm, Polydora grabbed it and flipped it over in her hands, noticing the serpent.
“What is this?”
“A gift from Typhon.” I shrugged, not sure what it meant.
Ikta let out a small squeak. “Typhon?” She came over and gingerly touched the bracer, tracing the snake. “Yes, this is one of his serpents. What in the world did you do?”
“I got in a fight with Iapetus and cut off his connection long enough to save Winter.” I really didn’t feel like getting into all of the details.
All of the ladies looked at me as if I had grown two heads.
“How are you alive?” Ikta pinched my cheeks as if to check. “Huh. You seem to be living. We should leave. Like now. I do not want to see an angry titan charging across the river Styx to take us all.”
“Titan?” Evelyn nearly shouted, catching up with those who understood a little more. “Yes, let's get out of here.” The nymph pushed me, and I cast a last glance over my shoulder at my father, who was waiting on the little boat and smiling at me.
“Don’t look back.” Ikta pushed on my cheek. “We need to go. You too, bag of bones.”
T grumbled and stood up from where he’d been resting next to his family’s tree. “I’m coming.”
I had to do a double take. “Holy shit. You look… like you are alive.” 
T still looked like an old man, but more like a friendly grandpa than shaking hands with death himself.
“Ha,” T let out a dry laugh. “I had time to commune with my tree and restored much of myself. Maybe I should make this journey more often.”
“Pardon me if I don’t come with you on those.” Helena was the first to the passage and crouched before it, launching herself upwards before catching the cliff face and starting to climb.
“Come, come.” Ikta started up ahead of me, her spider legs doing all the work. Once again, she was making me look up her dress and laughing about it.
But her antics made me smile a little, forgetting the pain of leaving my father behind. If she was going to mess with me, I’d mess right back. “You know, you are kind of cute from this angle, Ikta.”
“Oh my god,” Helena cursed from ahead. “Really?”
“What?” I shrugged as I hauled myself higher. “I’ve promised that I’d join her in a pool with nymphs. We all know what that means.”
Ikta blushed and paused to bat her eyelashes at me. “I’m surprised you are opening up to it so much.”
“You are attractive, Ikta. A little crazy, and I still have a grudge against you for going after Jadelyn, but we’ll figure it out,” I reminded her.
“The wolf?” She looked at Maeve.
“The siren,” the fae corrected her.
Ikta made a sound of understanding. “Yes. That one really had your eye, and she is a more comfortable height than the wolf or fox.” She let out a lamented sigh. “Are you sure that is going to be a problem? It is in the past; besides, my attacks gave you a good reason to ‘protect’ her. If you think about it, I helped you quite a bit.”
“I promise it is going to be a problem for her, and for the fox. You need to make it up to them.” I looked around her dress to meet her purple eyes.
“But I already have your promise.” She smirked.
“You do, but I still have some power. I could get a vasectomy before I go in the pool with you and the nymphs. I could take away what you really want: my seed.” I didn’t hold back.
Ikta’s eyes went wide. “I have no idea what a vasectomy is, but your threat is understood. There are still loopholes available to you. What do the siren and fox like?” She leveled herself with Maeve and Evelyn on the climb.
She seemed most comfortable among the other fae.
“First off, try using names. Jadelyn is a siren with blonde hair that is nearly white, and Scarlett is the kitsune with orange hair,” Evelyn coached her.
Ikta nodded vigorously, bobbling on her spider legs. “Yes. Jadelyn and Scarlett, but he often calls them Jade and Scar?”
“Those are names you get to use when you have reached a certain friendship with them,” Evelyn instructed.
“Yes, yes, this all makes sense. What does Scarlett like?”
“Muffins,” I said, still moving ahead of them. “You can win Scarlett over with muffins and by proving that you aren’t a threat to either of them any longer.”
“Muffins?” She frowned and looked to the two fae to translate.
“A type of baked goods. We can show you how to make muffins, and then you can try and make some creative ones with things from Faerie. She’ll appreciate that.” Maeve shook her head, like she couldn’t believe she was helping the wild fae. “But we have a few things to do first.” She looked over to me.
“Yes. Time to go free Winter, grab Tiamat, and get back before I’m late to my own wedding.”
“Wedding.” Ikta’s eyes lit up. “Are there special muffins for weddings?”
I shook my head and continued the climb. She was a whole bag of crazy that I had apparently signed up for.




Chapter 28


Ikta tore open a portal as we got to the surface and gestured to T. “Respected Lich, here is your portal home.” 
“Thank you.” He nodded. “I’ll be at the wedding, Zach. Good luck.”
“Thanks, T.” I waved him goodbye as he stepped through the portal, and Ikta snapped open another one.
“This is our ticket back to the dragons.” Ikta smiled.
Regina frowned. “You know where our village is?”
“Yes, but—” Ikta started but was cut off by a roar from the other side.
“You fucking bitch. You dare to enter my village?!” Tiamat was screaming from the other side.
“— but for some reason, I avoid it,” she finished, rolling her eyes.
“Probably best if I go first.” I stepped through the portal, finding dragons on the other side leveling spears at my chest. Tiamat was stomping out of her temple. 
“Hi, mom. I have a ride for us.” I gestured at the portal.
She stopped short. “Ikta?”
“Yeah. But you can call me daughter-in-law soon.” Ikta waved safely from the other side of the portal.
“Oh, no. No NO NO! This won’t do.” Tia looked at me as a smile dawned on her face and she became terrifyingly calm. “How is your oath worded? Let’s see if we can’t get away with me killing her for you. Then you wouldn’t be breaking the oath!”
The portal Ikta was looking through shrank. “Hey, he promised to let me bear his whelps. Don’t be some overbearing mother.”
“Excuse me? Those are my grandbabies you are talking about. Mine!” Tiamat rounded on the portal and breathed fire.
The portal disappeared for a moment, only to open on the other side of me. “My darling, please protect me from your mother,” Ikta pleaded.
“Do not call him ‘darling’, or anything else for that matter!” Tiamat grabbed a spear from one of the nearby guards, all of whom were standing in stunned silence.
Tiamat waved it at Ikta threateningly, but I was in the way. “Don’t you dare use him as a shield. Fight me!”
Ikta’s arms came through the portal just enough to wrap possessively around my shoulders. “Tell her, future husband. We are destined for each other now. Every son must leave their mother for a lover.”
The word ‘leave’ brought a raging panic into my mother’s eyes, and I knew the situation was about to seriously escalate.
Tiamat was spouting gouts of fire out her nose as she bent the spear in frustration. “He is my son and that will never change, wench. I don’t care if he’s promised something to you.”
I sighed, deciding to fill in the gaps for my mother and hope she’d relax a little. “It was the request of The Dreamer. I made a second agreement with Ikta for the same conditions, only I also needed her help.”
Ikta looked at me shocked, before a big grin spread across her face. “Even if we have some fae, you’ll be a good father for fae.”
“You won’t be having any of my grandbabies with him.” Tiamat narrowed her eyes as the spear finally broke. “Son, we will talk about this later.”
“Sure.” I sighed. Like fuck was I having that conversation again. My mother’s opinion wouldn’t change; she’d just have to accept it.
“We were going to head back to Summer’s territory and get ready for the wedding. If you can promise not to attack Ikta or destroy anything, you can come with.”
Tiamat’s mouth floundered like a fish on dry land. “You are going to take her side? Over your mother?”
“Yes,” I deadpanned. “So, are you coming?”
Tiamat narrowed her eyes again, recovering from her shock. “Of course I am. Girls, take care of the place. I will be back.” She pointed to several of her guards before stomping straight towards me.
Though, I didn’t tell her there was a brief stop we had to do first.
Ikta opened up a portal for all of us to where Winter was still frozen, wrapped in The Dreamer’s vines. The plants were far more numerous, their roots cracking open the ice slowly.
“How do you free her?” Maeve asked, clutching my arm as she stared at her frozen mother.
I frowned, not sure, but I stepped forward on a hunch. The nectar had given me The Dreamers blessing, I doubted the vines would harm me.
Ikta tried to stop me, but I put an arm to stop her. The Dreamer’s vines reacted to me, twitching and almost bowing out of the way. With my hunch validated, I moved forward more confidently. I touched one, feeling nothing like what I was told would happen. There was no endless dream consuming me. 
“I was blessed by The Dreamer. The vines and flowers won’t bother me,” I told the others to make sure they wouldn’t be concerned.
Stepping up to the cube of ice, I ripped off the vines and put a hand against the cold surface. “Come on out, Winter. It is safe.”
Inside the ice, Winter shifted and the ice started to fall away.
“It seems that I’m free.” Her eyes had always been silver, but now they held a certain darkness. A little wisp of gray mist like had been in Iapetus’ eyes swirled within them. The shine was gone, and they were a gloomy gray like clouds announcing a storm on the horizon.
“Ah. So many of you came. You shock and disappoint me, daughter,” Winter scowled at Maeve. “This was your chance to take the crown.”
“Sorry to disappoint you. But I am not yet ready.” Maeve bowed. “Welcome back, mother.”
Winter turned to the rest of us and smirked at Ikta. “Maybe next time we fight, you won’t be so lucky.” She clenched her fist, and gray veins ran underneath her blue skin. “I managed to trick a titan out of their power.”
She seemed proud of herself, and I almost wished her hubris would have consequences. But they would be more far reaching than any of us would have liked. As a king, I had to make hard and unfortunate decisions.
“Well, now I have the Dragon King on my side.” Ikta leaned on my shoulder and teased the angry queen fae.
“If you touch my son, I will come and destroy your kingdom,” Tia promised.
Only now did Winter notice my mother, and then she frowned at what she saw. “Who… never mind. Ikta, let me go home. I tire of your company.”
Ikta didn’t hesitate, snapping a portal into existence. “Please, feel free to leave.”
Winter threw her cape over her shoulder and stepped through. “Maeve, are you joining me?”
“Not yet, mother.” Maeve frowned at her mother’s behavior. “I will spend some time with my mate.” She leaned against me, causing Winter’s temple to twitch before she turned, and Ikta closed the portal.
“What a bitch,” Helena spoke what we were all thinking. “After everything you did, Zach.”
“I did it for Maeve. No one else,” I told them as much as myself. “Winter is playing with powers that she can’t control.”
I hadn’t expected to see such a physical shift in her as a result of the power, but now that I saw her, it made sense. I just hoped whatever was tainting her nature didn’t cause future problems.
“Winter brought the titans into the conflicts of our world. Her deal with Iapetus is not likely to be the only deal being made right now. The world seems to try to create its own balance.” I looked down at my bracer and the snake coiled around it in a new light. “I don’t know what this means.”
Maeve kissed my temple. “Whatever comes, we’ll face it together.”
Ikta opened a portal, and we went straight into it, coming out at the entrance of Summer’s Chateau. My mother snorted and scowled at the place with a critical eye while the rest of us just flowed out.
“Well. I’m going to go take a bath. I will smell you all later.” Trina turned and headed off.
Helena scowled at me before softening just a little. “So, you fought a titan?”
“Yep,” I answered point blank.
“Huh. Not bad.” She gave me a grudging nod of respect and flew off. Apparently, that was the point that I earned her respect.
“She’s a grumpy one. Bet we could put something fun in her tea and loosen her up.” Ikta leaned on my shoulder, half enjoying it and half teasing my mother.
“No putting things in people’s tea. Do I have to make you promise all of these things?” I glared at her.
She rolled her eyes and practically poured herself off of me. “No. I’ll behave.”
Summer burst through the doors as Trina got to them. Doves fluttered out and sunlight seemed to pour out from behind her as she made another grand entrance. “Welcome back!”
“Summy!” Ikta smiled.
Summer blinked in confusion at Ikta. “Another guest. Summy?”
“She’s trying to be friendly,” Maeve explained. “Come on. I’m sure Zach will tell you the story.”
Summer looked at me expectantly with a beaming smile on her face.
“Come on. I think Trina was right, I need to bathe.” I sniffed under my arm and immediately regretted it.
“I can help.” Ikta smiled, and with a snap of her finger, a portal to a pool of nymphs awaited me.
“Nonsense.” Summer pinched her fingers and crushed the portal. “I have a bath fit for a king here. And I also have some ladies to service— I mean— serve you while you bathe.”
“Show me the way.” I nodded to Summer, who gave me a strange look, surprised I’d taken her up on her offer. “I’ll see you all later. I need to talk to Summer.”
That only made her manicured brows climb higher on her forehead, but she turned and gestured for me to follow her.
I strolled along behind her as the rest of the group split off. Evelyn gave me a lingering look, but I didn’t invite her to the bath just yet. “I don’t think it’s time for that Evelyn. But if you can resist, you are welcome to join.”
The nymph did a little happy hop and abandoned Maeve in a heartbeat.
“I see how it is,” the Fall Lady sighed dramatically. “Take good care of my nymph, mate.” As she said the last word, Summer nearly missed a step, but she recovered and stayed walking forward.
Evelyn came to my side and grabbed my hand, sending a wave of tingles through my body and awakening a very specific part of me. She smirked, as if knowing the effect that she had on me. 
“My king.” She batted her frosted eyelashes at me as she clung to my side. “May this one help bathe you?”
“Sure, but I won’t turn down Summer’s nymphs either though,” I warned her.
“Oh, they have nothing on me, but let them try.” Evelyn giggled.
Summer was clearly eavesdropping, but she didn’t make any response as she walked us through the fae wing of the chateau.
As we moved, nymphs were stopping what they were doing and watching me follow their ruler with interest. A few of them dropped what they were doing and disappeared through the closest door.
“Sorry, some of them will appear in the baths, pretending they were planning on that the entire time. We generally keep the bathes open; it builds community. Apologies if it makes you uncomfortable,” she apologized with a smirk that said she wasn’t sorry at all.
She walked up to a pair of double doors, which she threw open with a flourish to reveal several large pools. Two of the pools gave off plenty of steam, while a third was cool. 
“Ladies, we need some assistance.” Summer clapped twice.
Nymphs seemed to come out of the woodwork, and before I realized what was happening, all of my clothes were gone. With each touch, a fire surged through my body, making me harder and harder. Given my current state of undress, it was obvious.
“Excuse me. Could one of you go notify my mates that I’m back and in the bath?” The nymph I was looking at bolted away to accomplish the task.
Summer pouted. “So then this won't be that kind of rendezvous. Shame. I had hoped your trip produced a sudden change of heart.” She was now naked, and I had a little trouble with how gravity defying her chest was, even without anything holding her large pale mounds up.
Evelyn whispered in my ear, “You like them that big? Are mine not enough?” She pressed my hand to her chest, and more fire burned inside of me.
It was clear to every nymph in the room just how I felt about the ladies present. Summer even noticed with a raised brow.
But I had some practice with being surrounded by lovely ladies and being publicly naked. “I wanted to talk to you about what happened while we were in the Wilds.” 
I stepped over to one of the hot pools and slipped in. As I submerged my body under the water, two summer nymphs came over with a towel and a basket, setting them beside me.
Evelyn stayed close and grabbed the soap and a soft brush. Then she slipped in beside me, lathering up her hands as she ran them along my shoulders. It was more of a massage than bathing.
I couldn’t help but let out a groan as all the tension bled out of me.
“You can lean back on me.” She pulled me back to rest on her soft, inviting chest.
Summer just watched with a smile as two nymphs tended to her similarly, though she leaned against the edge. “You seem far more comfortable with nymphs.”
“They like what they do for a living. If anyone has a problem, it is their own judgment they have a problem with.” I couldn’t stop making grunts as Evelyn’s hands both washed and massaged me.
I could get used to something like this.
“But there was a reason I wanted to speak to you first. Our journey was longer than expected. I had to make several deals.” I smiled at Summer.
But she frowned as I mentioned the deals. “Excuse me?”
“I made a deal with The Dreamer. She was upset that the balance would be thrown off after I mated Maeve.”
“No!” Summer stood quickly, splashing and startling the two nymphs. Anger was plain on her face. “I release you from any obligations regarding me. If needed, I’ll go demand it of The Dreamer herself.”
I was shocked. “Didn’t you do all of this to get closer to me? To try and become one of my mates? The Dreamer told me that you were trying to win my favor. She wanted me to produce children with you and Ikta to keep the balance.”
Summer was pissed. She splashed water in frustration. “No. I wanted the love of the Dragon King. Not his kids, or at least, not just his kids.” She scowled at me.
I frowned and thought about her words.
Summer stepped up closer to me through the water and lowered herself to my level. “I held this wedding to become your friend. I wanted to lay the foundation for something more, not force it through some obligation.”
I opened my mouth and closed it. Not quite sure what to say. If I was honest, it made her even more appealing that she felt as similarly about mating as I did.
Not sure what to say, silence lingered for a moment before Evelyn stepped in. “Summer, he was given a period of time.” She settled back into washing me. “And he was asked to also take your nymphs.”
There was a small squeak from the two nymphs that had been tending to Summer.
“And this is better how?” Summer scowled.
Summer had lived a long life, and I realized that she likely had considered seducing me and winning my heart some sort of challenge. I’d taken away her victory. Now I needed to put a challenge back on the table.
I leaned back into Evelyn, the nymph reading my movement and making a comfortable seat for me. “The Dreamer didn’t get into specifics, just that I should mate with you.” I let my eyes dance over the bevy of nymphs in the bath. “And your nymphs. I wonder who I’d prefer? Maybe you won’t be able to capture my attention after all. Maybe you’ll just be a simple alliance while your nymphs enter my heart.”
Summer had some fire return to her eyes before she laughed. “Oh. You dare say that you’d prefer my nymphs over me?”
“Why not? They are the dessert after I’ve struggled through the main course?” I continued to egg her on, smiling at her.
Summer gave me a seductive smile and patted my cheek. “Oh, you will regret that.”
“I don’t think I will.” Reaching behind my head, I grabbed Evelyn’s head and pulled her forward so that I could kiss her soft blue lips, savoring them as her hands slid over my chest and down to gather my cock, giving it several loving strokes. “Nymphs are quite talented at what they do.”
“Yes, and you still need a bath,” Evelyn teased as she broke the kiss, her hands coming back with a bar of soap and working her way across my chest.
I sat across from Summer in the warm bath, positioning Evelyn to straddle me as she worked.
Summer lounged and let her breasts rise just to the surface of the water as two beautiful and naked nymphs washed her. She studied me carefully. “I think this could work.”
“Glad you understand. Also, you might need to know, something is wrong with Winter,” I added. “She took power from Iapetus. I also think she set something into motion that will cause humanity to come into conflict with us. Be very careful,” I warned Summer before the doors burst open. My siren was first through the door.
“Husband.” Jadelyn slipped into the water, noticing how comfortable I was with Evelyn. “Do we have a new nymph?” she asked without a hint of jealousy.
Scarlett was next, followed by Morgana, then the rest of my mates piled into the bath.
“The pool is about to get very crowded.” Summer smirked and the nymphs came to attention, helping the ladies as they got settled in the pool.
“Well, at least I finally got you into a pool of my nymphs,” Summer laughed.
My mates looked at me with a strange expression as I started to tell them my tale.
I didn’t get very far when the whole palace shook. I paused in telling my story. 
“Who’s that?” Summer frowned.
But I knew exactly who it was.
“Son!” Tia came bursting in past the nymphs. Her Amazonian bikini worked wonderfully as she walked straight into the bath with a splash. “These must be all of your mates.”
Tia paused and sniffed the air.
“Everything alright?” I asked.
But she ignored me and honed in on Yev, moving through the bath and sniffing at my pregnant dragon mate.
“You… you have my first grandbaby!” Tia grabbed Yev by the shoulders and lifted her out of the water. “My grand babies!”
“Excuse me.” Tyrande stood to defend Yev.
But Tia whirled with a snarl so loud and low the bath suddenly was a wave pool. “Don’t touch her she’s fragile.”
Tyrande shot me a look for help.
“Mother, then don’t lift her up like that.” I argued.
“She’s a dragon mother. We are a tough breed.” Tia said quickly.
Sabrina frowned. “But didn’t you just say…”
“Logic might not be relevant here.” Morgana pat the succubus on the head.
Tia at least put Yev down, but positioned herself like she was guarding the pregnant dragon. “So tell me all about yourselves. Are any of the rest of you pregnant?” She asked with hope shining in her eyes.
“No, mother, only Yev so far.” I popped that bubble before her excitement went too far. I knew how my mother got.
“Shame.” My mother only scooted closer to Yev, pinning her in the corner. “That only makes Yev here even more precious. I hope to have lots and lots of grand babies. They can come spend summers with grandma Tia. I’ll teach them all to hunt.” She grinned from ear to ear as she look at my mates and I was pretty sure all she saw were future grand children. 




Chapter 29


I woke up, unsure how long I had slept. But my stomach was clear that it wanted to eat breakfast. Moving slightly, I found that I was wedged in between Yev and Kelly, with a few of my other mates scattered over the piles of gold. 
I’d been welcomed beyond what I could have expected, with so much love and attention. The distance hadn’t changed anything. Slipping my arm slowly out from around Kelly, I managed to get it free, only for Yev to grab me and wrap herself more around me.
“Yev, I’m trying to get up,” I whispered to the sleepy and clingy dragon.
She peeked an eye open. “No,” she grumbled, wiggling and snuggling back in against me.
“Yev.”
She took one more huff of me and let go. “Fine. Leave something of yours though. I want your scent.”
Pulling a dirty shirt from my bracer, I gave it to her and she stuffed her face in it. “Thank you. Sorry, I’m getting close to laying this egg, and I just… I just really want to smell you.”
I brushed back her hair. “Don’t apologize.” 
Kissing her cheek, I got up, sending a few gold coins skittering down the pile and bracing for any of the others to wake. Kelly stirred, but just rolled over, continuing to sleep like a log.
Sneaking out, I put on a pair of jeans and made my way to the dining area. A few coins fell out of my pants as I went.
Jadelyn was sipping coffee and reading something on a laptop as I walked in. “Morning.”
A wild nymph came over and topped off Jadelyn’s coffee before winking at me.
It took me a second to realize that the nymph was Ikta in disguise. She was dressed differently, in the sheer strips of material that nymphs called clothing, with her hair up in a bun.
“Mistress, is there anything else I can offer you?” Ikta asked.
“No. You’ve been very helpful,” Jadelyn dismissed her.
Ikta winked again at me and bowed before slipping away.
I looked at the coffee with a little suspicion but smelled nothing wrong. Apparently, Ikta was trying a new tactic to get on Jadelyn’s good side.
“Your new nymph is very helpful,” Jadelyn commented, tapping a few keys on her keyboard.
“Work?” I asked, realizing that she had no idea that it was Ikta.
“Never really ceases, but at least I can do a little in the morning and then focus on wedding planning the rest of the day. I have people to do most of the administrative work.” She closed the laptop and focused on me.
Ikta came back with a platter of bacon and sausage. “I’m told you prefer meat in copious amounts. I had my people catch some wild fae creatures yesterday, and we made them into sausages this morning.” Ikta waited patiently for me to take a bite.
I did, and it was really fucking good.
Salty, greasy goodness exploded into my mouth with the first bite. It had just enough spice to make my mouth water for more, and I could feel the mana in each bite. I went immediately for a second bite, and Ikta did a little happy dance.
“I’m so glad that you enjoy them, my king.” She grinned from ear to ear, using my title.
“So we have nymphs now?” Jadelyn asked. “Good thing I ordered more plushies.”
I swallowed the meat and nodded. “I told you all last night about the promises The Dreamer got out of me. With all of that, I should probably get my own place.”
“You have the money for it, for sure,” Jadelyn joked. “What kind of place does a dragon buy though?”
“A cross-dimensional palace of gold,” Ikta said with a smile.
Jadelyn waffled her head back and forth, like it wasn’t the worst idea she’d heard.
“You can’t actually be considering something like that.” I raised an eyebrow.
“Morgana could probably help quite a bit? I don’t know.” Jadelyn shrugged and looked over my shoulder.
Yev groggily dragged herself to join us at the table.
“I thought you were going to keep sleeping.” I got a chair out so that she could get off her feet.
“Hungry. If I wait, Tia will find me again.” She grabbed at my plate of meat before she noticed Ikta hovering to attend our table. “Is that—”
“Would you like more food?” Ikta cut her off. “I’m happy to go fetch anything from the kitchen for you.”
“Some venison?” Yev asked hopefully.
Ikta bowed. “At once.”
“That’s—” Yev started before I elbowed her.
“A wonderful wild nymph,” I replied.
“Oh, you like this one? Makes sense. She’s a decent maid.” Jadelyn kept typing away, oblivious to the side conversation Yev and I were having with our eyes.
Summer strolled in with a big cardboard box and placed it down next to my second wife. “Jadelyn, one of your sirens delivered this.”
“Oh, goodie!” Jadelyn turned away from her laptop.
“You get delivery here?” I frowned.
My siren wife and shipping mogul shrugged. “I’m working with Summer to get the fae shipping lanes set up.”
Summer just shrugged as Jadelyn tore open the box that was almost as tall as her while she sat. When she had it open, she pulled out a golden dragon plushie. 
“This is for you.” She handed one to Summer.
The fae queen held it up curiously before playing with it for a second. “What does this mean?”
“Oh, I just give them out to prospective harem members.” Jadelyn shrugged. “Kind of like an initiation. Welcome to the Golden Plushie Society.”
Summer held it aloft with almost a reverence in her eyes. “I understand and accept it happily. This means I have your approval?”
“Everyone’s approval. We talked about it last night,” Yev clarified.
“Talking? I didn’t think there was much talking last night.” Ikta came by with a platter of meat for Yev, only hearing the end of the conversation.
Jadelyn handed another of the plushies to Ikta. “Here you go.”
Yev looked at me with wide eyes, but I just shook my head. If Ikta could somehow work herself into Jadelyn’s good graces without revealing who she was, I’d let it happen and then maybe deal with the fallout later. It might actually help Ikta in the long run.
Ikta held the plushie curiously.
Summer leaned over. “It’s a ceremonial object. You have their approval to join the Dragon King’s harem. You are now part of the Golden Plushie Society, which only leaves winning over the Dragon King.”
Ikta’s eyes went wide, and she carefully tucked it under her arm. “I understand now. Thank you, Lady Scalewright. I will honor it and accept its meaning.”
Squinting across the table, I let Ikta know not to push it too far. She needed to do more than just trick Jadelyn into being around her and accepting her to join the harem.
She only smiled at me in return and petted the golden plushie as her smile grew. I wondered if she’d ever been given a stuffed animal before.
“We’ll hold meetings for the Society from time to time,” Jadelyn clarified. “There’s some logistics still to figure out, like how to keep in contact with the fae.”
“I will ensure there is something set up.” Ikta bowed. “Besides, if you are to have nymphs in his new palace, we can assist.”
Summer joined us at the table and smiled at Ikta. “Please get me some tea.” Then she turned to the rest of us. “What is this of a new palace?”
I tried to sneak a piece of Yev’s venison, but she slapped my hand away with a pregnant dragon growl. “Well, with everything, it is probably time I get my own place. But the question is where to put it. I now have women in two dimensions.”
“Ah.” Summer paused. “There are a few things we could do. You could set up something on the other side of one of the other portals that leads to the Wilds, or you could ask for Ikta’s help.”
Jadelyn frowned briefly at the mention of Ikta. “I’d prefer if we could have less to do with her.”
“Thank you.” Summer gave me and Yev an odd look as Ikta returned with her tea. “Yes, Ikta wronged you greatly. But maybe you could put her to work to make up for it.”
“She tried to have me skinned alive so that she could wear my skin and sleep with Zach,” Jadelyn clarified. “That’s a hard one to move past.”
“Well, you do have lovely skin,” Ikta commented, and I saw Yev about to lose it.
Jadelyn rolled her eyes. “Not the point. She needs to do something big to make it up to me.”
“Like what?” Ikta asked.
The siren frowned as she stared at her laptop. “I don’t know yet. But I’ll think of something.”
Summer sipped at her tea with a thoughtful expression. “Maybe she could help you make this palace for your mate. I hear she has an army of driders. They are actually wonderful builders.”
“That would be a start.” Jadelyn squinted.
“Or maybe she could help you set up the logistics in the Faerie realm.” Yev added, knowing how to pique Jadelyn’s interest.
My business woman wife turned to Yev with interest. “Oh?”
“Who better to help you set up shipping lanes through the wild?” Yev encouraged her.
Jadelyn leaned back and closed her laptop, pondering the idea with her full attention. Apparently, it topped whatever she’d been working on previously. “That’s not a bad idea.”
“The palace is probably quite doable, for Ikta,” Ikta pondered aloud, still pretending to be a nymph.
I was starting to feel awkward about the situation, so I pushed away from the table after kissing Yev on the cheek. “Going to wander a little, stretch my legs.” I came around and kissed Jadelyn too.
“Would you like me to send a few nymphs into your path?” Summer asked innocently.
“No nymphs. I am just restless,” I replied.
“Could have sworn you ladies wore him out last night.” Summer sipped at her tea again. “Enjoy your time. We still have a week and a half before the wedding.”
I nodded and stood. Jadelyn hadn’t been the only one missing from the bedroom this morning. I wanted more one-on-one time with them. I wandered around the chateau, waiting to see who I’d bump into. The first voices I heard were Agent Till and somebody else.
“That’s really good. Sounds like maybe you are starting to understand.” There was a slurp of coffee from the agent following her words.
Helena grumbled something incoherent before speaking louder. “He just makes me so angry all the time. Why does he have to keep picking up women left and right?”
“I don’t know, but it just seems to be his nature. Either you accept that or you don’t. But let’s be honest; you don’t come baggage free either.” Till laughed a little at her own joke.
Realizing what they were talking about, I just pretended that I was walking through.
Agent Till was there in her pantsuit, like she owned nothing else. But her fluffy pink slippers told her mood more than anything. “Morning, Mr. Dragon King. We were just talking about some work things.” She played it off smoothly.
Helena almost seemed to reject my presence with a scowl. Her chin-length, white hair was a little messy, and she sat next to Till in a little nook. She wore a pencil skirt and white blouse, but she was wearing it more relaxed than usual. She even had a few buttons undone and a lacy bra peeked up with her cleavage.
My attention caught her eye and she looked down, scowling and buttoning her shirt up again. “I can’t even fucking relax around here, can I?”
“Hey, hey.” Till pat her leg. “Calm down. We needed to talk to him anyway. Zach, our boss is pestering us pretty badly for more information. I stalled a little, but we might need to head back this week. Sounds like there is a new shake up in the org charts.”
“Can’t stall more?” I asked.
“I mean I can, but at a certain point, it goes from stalling to avoiding.” Till laughed and sipped at her coffee in a to-go cup.
I could only guess where she got a to-go cup in the middle of Faerie. “What do they want?” I asked, focusing on what mattered.
“Some new big shot is in town and wants the story directly from the source.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “Again.”
“They are looking at putting together a specific task force. We’d be a part of it, but this guy would call the shots,” Helena clarified.
“Any chance he’s in the know?” I hoped that there was an easy way to sweep this under the rug.
“Nope.” Helena shook her head. “Never heard of him before. I’ll do a little test when we see him though.”
Till slapped her armchair with a little finality. “I’m going to go get some stuff packed up. Though, I want to come right back. This place is the best vacation I’ve had in years.”
“Wait!” Helena started to get up, clearly not wanting to be alone with me. But I thought we could use some time together.
“Actually, I need a moment of your time Helena.” I stopped her, giving Till the chance to speed up and escape.
“What now?” Helena scowled.
I cleared my throat. “I wanted to thank you. When shit hit the fan on the trip, you were there to help.”
“Of course I was,” she scoffed. “That’s why you brought me.”
“Yeah, well, you could have half-assed it or been more trouble. I just wanted to know that you have my respect. I’ve seen the shit you’ve been through.” I said the last part knowing that I’d potentially touched a sensitive topic, but I wanted to start breaking down the barriers that weren’t just love. It was made of more, respect was a big part of any relationship.
“You don’t know shit.” Helena stood, her wings flaring in defense as I’d expected.
“But I do. In your soul, I saw glimpses of it all. Your experiences literally washed over my own soul.” I didn’t back away, instead stepping closer.
She seemed unsure, hesitating to say whatever she was thinking. It seemed like she was more scared than trying to protect herself. Evelyn’s words lingered in the back of my mind, and I did something stupid.
I grabbed her face and kissed her.
Helena pulled away, confusion on her face that was quickly turned into a frown. Then she pushed me hard, smashing me into a doorway.
“What?” I hadn’t expected her to be so violent.
“Shut up. Open the door.” She narrowed her eyes at me.
My eyebrows shot up, and I didn’t hesitate, opening the door and grabbing her, kissing her once more. She responded with a fiery kiss as her nails dug into the back of my neck. Then she dragged them down my neck and over my shoulders.
We moved inside a standard bedroom, nicely decorated with a bed, a table, and a nightstand. The door slammed closed with a kick from the woman in my arms.
I shoved her up against a wall and just pressed her there as something between us exploded into a fiery and feisty make-out session.
She broke the kiss and stared at me with those blue eyes. “You tell no one.”
“Sure. Wait, do you have a plushie?” I asked.
“Of course I fucking do.” Helena pushed me back and over to a table in the bedroom.
She was rough, but both of us were plenty sturdy. I grabbed her tight hips and pulled her onto one of my legs, rubbing her along my thigh but not giving her access to what she wanted.
“Fuck you.” She tried to scoot forward, but a chair blocked her.
I smirked at her.
She narrowed her eyes as she kicked the chair and the poor thing became nothing but scrap wood as it was removed from her path to get herself entirely into my lap.
I kissed her, and her wings quivered before they wrapped around us. The wings were more tender than any of her touches, caressing both of us. Part of me felt that they were the most honest part of her.
Our tongues tangled and twisted as we shared a heated kiss of pent-up energy between us. Helena was all fire. It felt more like we were sparring with our tongues as they slipped along each other. I couldn’t get enough of it, my dragon growling inside of me in satisfaction.
Helena grabbed the back of my head with her hand, using it as leverage as she started to bounce and rub into my lap with need. She picked up the pace until there was a warning snap of the table below us.
“Wait,” I realized what was about to happen.
But she slammed her hips down on me again, breaking the table and the two of us fell amid the splinters of wood. I shifted scales on my thighs to protect us. Helena didn’t seem startled by the table breaking at all.
She pulled me back to her, kissing my lips with a need I didn’t know she had. “Fuck. Clothes off.” 
She pulled at my shirt, ripping the buttons before she went for my jeans. Grabbing them in both hands, she tore them straight down the front.
“Damnit, Helena, I liked these jeans.” I grabbed her and picked her up, slamming her into the closet door, cracking it in half. “Now you are going to pay.”
“Challenge accepted,” she egged me on.
I ripped her shirt off, then grabbed the slit in her pencil skirt and ripped it all the way up. The move left her in matching powder blue lacy panties and bra. Her legs were clad in stockings, but those wouldn’t last long.
“Don’t you dare rip the rest.” She saw where my eyes went.
I hooked a finger in her stocking and twisted, ripping a hole just where I needed it, rubbing a little extra against her wet panties. “Too late.”
“Now you’ve done it.” She pushed me back onto the bed, her wings flaring behind her.
“If you think for a second you are going to be on top, you are very wrong.” I grabbed her wrists and pushed her onto the night stand, sending the lamp shattering to the ground. My feet grew scales as I protected them from the glass. Reaching down and pulling her panties to the side, I shoved myself in roughly. She was soaking wet.
My penetration made her cry out and her nails raked along my shoulders as she clenched around me. She was so fucking tight.
“You need to loosen up.” I grabbed her hips and drove myself into her again and again.
She cried out with each thrust, her nails making red marks all over my shoulders as she weakly tried to hold on.
“Fuck you,” Helena moaned. “Is this as hard as you can do? I thought you were a fucking Dragon King. Your mates have clearly been overselling your abilities.”
I growled, my jaw crackling.
“Don’t you dare.” Her fiery eyes met mine as I thrusted harder into her, making her moan and pull my mouth back down to her.
But then she surprised me, pushing my head to the side to her exposed shoulder where I’d already marked her.
I was getting mixed signals, but at the moment, I was going with what her body told me. Biting down on my mark, I reaffirmed it in my mind as she smacked my ass, ordering me to go harder.
The room rocked as I drove her into the nightstand until it broke.
I took out my frustration of everything we’d been through, pounding into her and absorbing every sensation of having my cock burying itself inside her body.
I released her shoulder with a groan, wanting to hit my peak and spill my seed all over her. The damned nephilim drove me crazy. Pulling out, I tossed her on the bed and flipped her over, her ass rising up into the air.
“Come on, harder!” she cried before I slammed myself into her. She held onto one of the corners of the bed.
The corner ripped off in her grip, and I plunged myself back into her soaking wet sex once more. Fuck, she felt so good. My frustrations and my affections for her mingled as I thrust with everything I had into her, and we wrecked the bed.
“Come on. Cum for me. Give it to me.” Her wings flared as the mattress bounced and nearly fell off the bed with how hard I slammed into her in turn.
“That’s it. Come on. Harder.” She clung to the mattress as we shoved the entire mattress off the bed and over the ruins of the table.
I grunted as I felt myself building up. “Careful what you ask for.” I felt myself hitting my peak and flipped her over, letting my seed run all over her body as I came on top of her.
Reaching down, I stroked her folds, watching as Helena bit the mattress, crying out in her own orgasm. Her wings went rigid for a moment before bonelessly sinking the mattress.
I took the moment to breathe again, coming back down from the frenzy. I looked around. The room was a mess. The bed’s frame was cracked in half, one corner missing. The nightstand and table were unrecognizable piles of broken wood.
“Fuck. I needed that.” Helena sighed and looked down at the cum covering her body. “Was that really necessary?”
“You loved it.”
“Sure. Whatever you need to tell yourself. Next time, maybe put a little more strength into it. I don’t need to be fucked like some fragile old grandma.” Helena shifted, grabbing what remained of a sheet and starting to wipe my seed off of her.
“Wait. That’s it?” I asked, trying to understand the damn nephilim.
“Duh. We got it out of our system, and now we move on. Thanks for the fuck. Tell no one, or I will rip your head off.” She walked out with her clothes in hand.
“What the hell just happened?” I asked myself, collapsing onto the mattress to enjoy the post orgasm bliss and not think about the crazy nephilim in my harem.




Chapter 30


I hid as the ground shook. 
Tiamat stomped by where I’d been hiding in the bushes. “Son, where did you get to now? I bet more of those nymphs lured you away. Don’t worry! Mommy is coming to save you.”
I blew out a breath and peered out of the bushes.
The last few days had been a whirlwind of… well… sex and flirting. My mother was happy with none of it, because it meant less time with me, and the last thing I needed was her to catch me after having a quicky with Kelly in the bushes.
“She’s gone?” Kelly whispered her ears twitched as she followed Tiamat’s stomping.
“Think so.” I sighed. “This was fun, but we are far too close to being caught.”
“That’s what makes this amazing.” Kelly smirked and bobbed her brows. “Wanna go again?”
But with my mother snooping around, it was harder for me to get in the mood. “Let’s call it quits for now. Besides, Frank was asking for something today and I feel like I’ve abandoned him and Maddie.”
“They are fine. This is like a luxury resort for them. Besides, Maddie said the time alone, just the two of them, has really helped get over some of their issues.” Kelly patted my cheek and slipped back on her dress. “Think I have a pup in me yet?”
I shrugged. If The Dreamer’s nectar worked, she likely did. But I was a little concerned that I’d become a father to too many children at once if it was too potent.
I slipped on a pair of jeans and came out of the bushes. “Coast is clear. Come on.” I helped her up, and we wandered back into the chateau.
There was a small gathering of summer fae nymphs watching us with blushes.
“Guess we weren’t so sneaky,” Kelly giggled. “Girls, enjoy that?”
“Very much.” One with pink hair that I’d been seeing a lot came forward. “We are looking forward to later.” She pulled at what little material made up her skirt as she bit her lip.
“Later?” I asked with a frown not quite understanding what she was getting at.
“There you are!” Frank saw me. “Come on. There’s that surprise I have for you.”
I gave Kelly an apologetic smile. “Catch you later?”
“Go have fun. You spend too much time with us girls anyway,” she shooed me away.
I smiled, pulling her in for one quick kiss. Since the nectar, my stamina seemed endless even against a harem that included a succubus. I thought I might even be able to satisfy them all in one night.
The succubus’ eyes had gone completely gold, and she’d taken off her glasses for the trip. When Sir Benifolt got here for the wedding, she’d need some of his help to improve them, because they were no longer powerful enough to contain her nature.
“Frank. How are things? I hope you two have been having a good time.” I caught up with my roommate.
“Are you kidding me?” he scoffed. “This place is fucking amazing. Five-star meals three times a day. Maddie is so happy. I’m getting a lot more than normal, and we are better than ever.”
“Yeah? Good. I know you two were having a little issue with the blood thing.” 
Frank hadn’t liked that he couldn’t completely supply her needs, but he’d been training to be a wizard, and he could even do a few spells now. And that meant that his blood was becoming more rich with mana, so he could better feed Maddie.
“Yeah. She can do bloodwine or something heavily processed. I can handle that, but I’m the only tap she’s allowed to have.” He looked both ways before leaning in. “Besides, that bite? It’s fucking something else.” He grinned.
I knew what he was talking about. I enjoyed Morgana’s bites, and I had the fortitude of a dragon. “Have you let her blow you and then bite your hip when you are close?”
His eyes opened wide as if I’d just imparted some divine wisdom. “No. Like here?” He pointed down to the side of his hip.
“No, like deep throat you and then bite at the end, here.” I pointed to the center of my pelvis.
“That sounds amazing. We’ll have to try that tomorrow.” He grinned. “But tonight, you and I are busy.”
“We are?” I asked.
Frank frowned. “I’m your best man, idiot. I need to throw you a party. Well, Morgana is helping, but I invited T, Tim and Herm too. You need more guy friends, if I’m honest.”
“Eh.” I shrugged. “My life is pretty full with all of my mates, and now apparently, the nymphs are fair game. Jadelyn seems to be handing out plushies like we’re at some fair.”
“Plushies?” Frank asked, leading us down the fae wing of the chateau.
I wasn’t quite sure how to get out of explaining the stuffed animals. “So, the girls sort of give out these gold dragon plushies when the rest of them agree that someone is okay to join the harem. It’s like the green light to pursue me.”
Frank gave me a blank stare. “Sometimes, I hate you. I saw a fucking box of those in the dining area the other day. Jadelyn was handing them out to a few nymphs. That means… fuck, all of them?”
I scratched the back of my head. “I guess so?”
“Fuck,” Frank cursed. “Is there a cap on this whole harem business?”
“Not really. It is kind of fun to keep adding. Though, it is getting harder to spend time with everyone.” The dragon in me was very greedy, and I was done denying it. “So, I’ll probably just keep adding them in. Though, I’m not sure the nymphs really join the harem to the same extent as the rest.”
Frank frowned. “That doesn’t quite seem fair.”
“Apparently, it’s how they like it. They just don’t have the same ambitions as us. Fae feel emotions stronger than humans, and nymphs just don’t really have the same goals that we have. They just want pleasure and kids. They’re happy to devote themselves to a person, to get a strong man to have strong kids. As long as they have that, they are perfectly happy.” I did a poor job of explaining it, but Frank nodded along.
“I hate you,” he repeated once more, seeming to have found his singular conclusion. “They are just little overflowing balls of nympho lust, and you get to just add more?”
“Pretty much.” I shrugged. What was I supposed to do, look down on them for wanting something different than me?
“Right. Well, you’re lucky we’re best bros. Not all guys would be able to not hate your guts. I’ll have to talk to Maddie. Maybe she’ll think differently about adding a few nymphs.”
He could hope, but I wouldn’t bet on it, knowing Maddie.
“But here’s the surprise.” Frank opened a door, and it was dimly lit by pink light and booming music.
“Frank, did you put a strip club in the middle of a fancy fae chateau?” I blinked and turned to my friend.
“No. Morgana and Summer did.” He grinned before turning to it. “The special guest is here!” he called inside.
“Take a seat.” Morgana was wiping glasses at the bar. “I worked with them for a few days, so this should be good.”
“Worked with who?” I blurted.
“Come on. We are told there is a great show about to happen.” Tim waved at me from the only seats in the house.
There were six seats well-spaced out around one side of three platforms. Each one was an intersecting circle with a pole in the center.
“Hello again, T.” I was surprised to see the old Lich here. “Do you uhh… frequent strip clubs often?”
“No. But I was told by my daughter that they are all the rage.” He paused. “Maybe now that I look a little healthier, maybe I’ll get a lap dance.”
“There are private booths.” Herm pointed to the side. “I don’t want to watch you get a lap dance.”
“Remember, the ones in gold are hands off,” Morgana said from the bar.
“Ones in gold?” I asked as I took a seat in the plush leather chair next to Frank, with Tim on my left.
“Nymphs,” Tim said. “We are getting a nymph strip dance.”
“Ah, that must be what the plushies were for.” Frank nodded to himself.
Morgana smiled. “Yes. We’ve been screening nymphs for Zach’s palace. Those with plushies get to wear gold here. So, have fun, Zach.”
I couldn’t believe what she was suggesting.
But as if her words were the cue, nymphs stepped out on the stage, grabbing poles. The two on the sides were wearing blue and green. Apparently, that meant they were available for the others.
The one in the center came up to her pole with a gold fringe dress that left little to the imagination. The nymph was the one from before with bright pink hair, and she winked at me as she twirled around the pole, keeping eye contact with me the entire time.
“No need to give them money,” Morgana clarified as she came up behind me with a drink in her hand. She leaned down, pressing her breasts against the back of my neck as she placed the drink in front of me. “
There is something else the dancers are going to want from you,” she whispered into my ear.
A bevy of barely clothed nymphs came out from the curtains and entertained us. I had six others in gold that came to me. They lavished me in affection, and my skin burned with sensation as one I knew pushed through the rest.
“Anything I can do to help you?” Evelyn sat down in my lap and wiggled against me, her touch setting off a fire in me. She smirked, knowing exactly what she was doing to me.
I went to reply, but then another gold-clad nymph ran her hand along my arm, adding her own glamor to the moment.
My drink was lifted out of my hand and brought up to my lips as my hands were moved around, running along taut bodies and firm hips. I leaned back into the chair, letting myself sink into their touch.
***I groaned as I came to, rolling over in bed to find Evelyn next to me.
“Morning.” She was awake and staring at me.
“Last night was a little bit of a blur,” I groaned. “What was Morgana making me?”
The blue nymph giggled. “She called them Dragon Crushers.”
“Apt name.” I had to agree with it. “But fuck, they were good. Did… I… you know.”
She put a hand on my cheek and brought me close for a kiss. “You enjoyed yourself, and so did the rest. Though, when it came time to pay all of the nymphs, you kind of skimped out and just stole me away. But I’m not complaining. Even if you did pass out as soon as we reached the bed.”
I blushed. “Sorry. I blame Morgana and her Dragon Crushers. Though, that’s not really how I want to get to know a lady.”
Evelyn sighed. “I know. But at least you’ll get to meet them later. Those nymphs are all planned for your new place.”
“Well, then I’d better get started on it.”
The nymph gave a smile. Apparently, she knew a secret I didn’t.
“Don’t I?” I asked.
“Don’t try to get a secret out of me, or I’ll just have to find a way to distract you.” Her warm hand found my sleepy member below the sheets and slowly began to wake the dragon. 
“I like to sleep naked, and I took your clothes off you to snuggle,” she explained as she kissed me. Between her touches and her lips, my body was consumed with a new fire.
A knock on the door was the only thing that broke me from the haze.
“Yes?” Evelyn called, not getting up as she continued to stroke me under the covers.
“There you are.” Summer came through the door and sat on the edge of the bed as Evelyn continued to give me a hand job under the sheet. “I wanted to know how your night went last night? My nymphs were none too pleased.”
“Uh huh.” I tried to keep my voice steady as Evelyn sped up, failing miserably.
“I see.” Summer pouted at the nymph. “You play favorites.”
Evelyn just smiled to herself, disappearing under the covers. A moment later, I felt her mouth get to work.
“Not what happened.” I tried to get the words out as Evelyn distracted me.
“No? Then you’ll give my nymphs a chance?” Summer batted her eyelashes at me. “I hear Ikta is actually going to build you that manor. She has started shopping for land.”
“Wait, really?” I was shocked.
“She’s really trying to make amends. Morgana’s even been paid to start making portals and extra space in it,” Summer informed me.
I blinked, surprised at how quick Ikta had acted. We had a deal; she could just sit back and wait for the time to pass. She didn’t have to put in the work.
Summer bent forward over the bed. “Don’t worry. When the time comes, I’ll make sure I’m your favorite of the fae queens. Maybe I’ll have to woo you every spring so that you help my battle lines best. But for now, you have a wedding to relax for. Enjoy your nymph.”
She got up and stepped out the door.
“Evelyn,” I groaned and reached under the sheet, grabbing her head and starting to thrust into her waiting mouth as she wiggled under the sheets.
***“You’ve been busy.” Tyrande smirked as we walked.
It was later in the morning, but it wasn’t too late.
“Very busy.” I slipped a hand around Tyrande’s thin waist. “But I'm not so busy that I can’t make time for you.”
She rolled her eyes but still smiled. “Dragons. At least you are keeping busy and not just playing in your hoard.”
“Don’t make fun of the hoard. Besides, I hear the new term is taking a lady for a roll in the gold.” I smiled.
We wandered into one of the gardens. Bright flowers were neatly trimmed back from the walkway, but a few of the pink ones caught my eyes. I wanted to make sure they weren’t a flower from The Dreamer.
“Flowers make you jumpy?” she teased.
“The Dreamer was no joke.” I swept her off her feet. “But what about you? I know you have been preparing to take over some of Yev’s duties with her egg laying coming up.”
“Yes.” Tyrande snuggled in against my chest.
I continued through the garden a little until I found a beautiful spot to lay down a blanket and settle the two of us in.
“We both know that once she lays that egg, she’s barely going to leave your hoard.” The high elf patted my chest as if she was consoling me. “Even if we both try, she’s not going to leave until she has that little whelp. And even then, I imagine she’ll be protective. So, I have been working on trying to figure out what remote work she could focus on. I’ll take more of the in-person responsibilities.”
I let out a low growl. “That means you are going to be in Sentarshaden more.”
“Yes, my growly soon-to-be husband, it does. But distance makes the heart grow fonder. I know that, when I am back in town, you are going to smother me.” She kissed me and settled up against me on the blanket. “Besides, we have plenty of time together.”
The beast wanted to wrap her in a gold chain and drop her in my hoard so that she would remain there forever, but I also knew that each of my ladies had their own lives.
“You are right. Whenever you take some time off, I’m going to be all over you.” I turned on my side and pulled her in as the little spoon, wanting as much physical touch as I could get. I let my hands wander her lithe form.
“Greedy beast,” she giggled. “We are out in public.”
“That didn’t sound like a ‘no’.” I nibbled on her shoulder where my mark was.
“You are insatiable. Thank god we have nymphs now. By the way, do I get a nymph assistant?” she asked.
I frowned. “I don’t even have one.”
That only made Tyrande laugh. “Sure you don’t, buddy.” She patted my arm consolingly. “The nymphs are all over your family. Different ones seem to have picked out different women in your harem and begun to focus on helping them. I’m sure you have one that has singled you out.”
“Wait, really?” This was news to me. But I’d been focusing on hunting down my mates and enjoying a little time with each. A pink-haired nymph came to mind though.
“Yes, really,” she teased me. “There’s a wild fae with lavender hair that follows me around nearly constantly. Anytime I need something, she’s there. I think I’ll give her a plushie. You don’t mind if she comes with me to Sentarshaden, do you?”
It didn’t matter to me. What the nymphs did was their own personal business. If one of them wanted to make Tyrande’s life easier, that was fine by me. 
“Just tell her that her goal is to help you with enough of your work that you can come home more often,” I growled, my hand slipping under Tyrande’s dress finally.
“Oh, she’d probably work much harder with that goal in mind.” Tyrande laughed, her voice becoming rougher as I touched her more.
I nibbled on Tyrande’s ear, making her breath hitch. “Less governing, more loving.”
She turned in my arms and kissed me. “Of course. I think I can manage that.”




Chapter 31


“As you can see, this loop is critical to the overall design. It certainly isn’t a flourish, as you called it. Instead, it balances the overall weight of the enchantment,” Sabrina explained to Frank. 
“Oh. Like a well-balanced harem.” He nodded in understanding.
“I don’t know why that fits in your head, but sure.” Sabrina looked up from where she was teaching Frank, giving me a smile.
Her succubus nature was on full display. Her dark horns were rising out of her hair, and she had a subtle blush of pink skin. Her eyes sparkled with gold, and that gold made me very hungry and very possessive of my succubus instantly.
She smirked, knowing exactly what was happening.
“Oh. Hi, Zach.” Frank waved at me, ignoring any tension that might have been building. He let out a little chuckle. “I saw you get dragged away last night by all those nymphs. Are plushies going around the house now?”
A small giggle drew my attention to a blonde summer nymph with a round face that made her look young, who was standing in the corner of the room. She had a few magical implements in her hands, seeming ready and waiting to give them to Sabrina when she needed them.
“Seems like it. Now that I’ve apparently opened the floodgates, nymphs are trying to win the favor of each of my mates.” I pointedly looked at the nymph in the room, who didn’t shy away from my attention at all. She gave a small smile and a shrug, raising her chest up a little higher.
I moved back to Sabrina. “Just glad they are making my mates’ lives easier.”
The nymph nodded for emphasis but otherwise kept out of the way.
Sabrina quirked a brow at the small silent communication between me and her nymph. “Yes. Well, there is a small army of them hoping to be your personal nymphs as well. Something about a nymph hot spring in your manor. You have a manor?”
“Sounds like I will soon.” I shrugged, moving over to sit down next to her.
I looked at the enchantment that the two of them had been working on in the room. “What’s this?”
“Something for Maddie.” Frank smiled and worked on copying the circle on a board of slate. “She keeps losing her keys, so I thought I’d make a summoning device for them.”
“That’s an interesting application.” I sat down. “So, you are pairing it with an enchantment on her keys so that you summon the right ones?”
“Precisely.” Sabrina nodded, happy that I was able to put together the right application at a glance. “We will make a little leather keystone that can be attached to her keys and summoned with a bracelet. At least, that’s the goal.”
“Going to make it myself.” Frank nodded. “But it has some other fun applications. We could also do something similar with bloodwine for an emergency.”
Sabrina nodded. “Size is limited though. If you want to keep the summoning device to just a bracelet in size, you might not be able to get a whole bottle.”
“We’ll have to test it out,” Frank agreed.
I smiled, proud of Frank. It had taken him a bit, but he’d adapted to the paranormal world. And now he was certainly becoming a budding little wizard. It made me happy that he and Maddie had a serious shot at making their relationship work.
Sabrina shifted, moving herself over into my lap. I felt her tail curl around my waist possessively, and I felt her sipping at my lust.
“Thank you,” I stated, not quite realizing how much I needed that.
“Anytime. You have been overflowing since you’ve gotten back,” she observed.
Frank looked up from his piece of slate at the two of us. “Should I leave?”
“No, she’s feeding, but we won’t take it that far. If we need to, I’ll drag her out,” I promised as heat was building up in my lap.
“So, what are you doing for classes next semester?” Frank asked both of us.
“Not sure yet.” I answered honestly. “I haven’t signed up for any.”
“None at all?” Frank sounded surprised.
I shrugged. “Things have been getting a little more complicated by the day. I don’t know if I can finish out another school year. Besides, if I do, the campus is likely to be flooded with nymphs.”
Frank deadpanned. “I see no problem with that. I’m still working on having a few of my own.”
“Maddie swats them off?” I asked.
“Actually, she scares them off by openly feeding on me.” Frank rolled his eyes. “I know the fae have a problem with the vampires, but I didn’t realize it was this bad.”
His words reminded me of Elena Wallachia back in Philly, and I felt a headache starting to form. But she had given me something that still sat in my bracer. Now that Winter didn’t need it, I could use it for something else.
“You have a look on your face,” Frank pointed out.
“Yes, I do. Suddenly, I’m wondering if I need to borrow my favorite succubus for a project.” I leaned down, nuzzling my nose into her neck.
“Project.” Frank’s tone was filled with innuendos.
“No dammit.” To prove him wrong, I pulled out the piece of the crown. It had a large diamond inset in the center, and just a few fragments of metal beyond that. “Sabrina, can I forge this into a ring without losing the magical properties? Also, can I contain some of the magic so that it stops freezing everything around it?”
My succubus became intent on the magical artifact, looking closely at it without touching it. “It is extremely potent.”
“Only the best for Maeve.”
“A ring for Maeve.” She grinned. “Fitting.” Her nails just barely touched the edge of the piece, and she retracted as a few of them froze. “It’ll have to be cold forged. You wouldn’t want to try and heat this. It should retain any magical properties then, but as for containing it? It won’t be necessary. If Maeve wears this, she should be able to control the power within.”
The Wallachia had given it to us for Winter, but with Winter’s power restored, I wanted to give it to Maeve. Only now did I understand just how dangerous the fae courts could be.
And from what I’d seen, Winter was possibly a danger now. She was never incredibly friendly, but I’d still expected some warmth when we’d saved her from The Dreamer. I had to make sure Maeve’s mother didn’t see her as a threat and try to take her out.
“Who can do the cold forging then?” I asked.
“Dwarves are your best bet if you want it done right.” She winced, knowing that wouldn’t be the easiest solution for me.
The dwarves and gnomes had no love for the dragons, but I had pronounced their feud over. I figured seeing if they would help me in a task might be a good way to keep our relationship growing. But that also meant going back to Philadelphia.
“Okay. I’ll see you later, Frank. I think Sabrina is going to need a short break after all.” I snatched up the succubus and whistled innocently as I carried her off.
“Have fun,” Frank yelled after me.
“We’ll have plenty,” Sabrina shouted back.
It was great to be king.
***After a few hours of distraction, I was back on the hunt for two dragonettes to take with me back home.
“Not like that. If you move quickly, you want to draw the blade across the body like this,” Morgana coached Maddie with a wooden rod, which was currently acting as a training sword. “Oh. Zach is here. Maybe you could practice with him.”
“I was just looking for the dragonettes.” I wanted to back out. The last thing I needed to do was bruise Maddie’s ego.
“Oh come on. We are just playing with wooden swords. See?” Maddie held up one of the fighting sticks. “Besides, you don’t have to hold back.”
“I’ll tell you where they are if you do a few rounds with her,” Morgana promised with a sassy grin. “I’m afraid you won’t find them without a little help.”
Wrinkling my nose, I contemplated the offer. “Fine. Give me those.” I stepped into the room and Morgana threw her two sticks at me. “Rules?”
“No shifting, no magic. Just innate strength and speed,” Maddie replied, bouncing from one foot to the other with a gleeful grin on her face. “Morgana says she can hand me a few jobs if I can train up. That means I could earn solid gold from these.” She was giddy about the idea of an easy side gig.
“Okay, but remember, I’m a dragon. I have quite a bit of strength,” I cautioned her.
“We have blood on hand,” Morgana promised. “She’ll be fine. Fight.”
Morgana suddenly started the fight, and Maddie leapt forward. But I’d been trained by Morgana. I was ready for it.
The second Maddie showed any aggression, the sticks were up in a guard as Maddie came with vampire speed. Although, her vampire speed was still far slower than Morgana herself. I blocked her first several attacks, my feet unmoving.
Maddie’s eyes were open wide in surprise. She’d expected to get the upper hand at the start of the battle. But as she hit against my sticks, I didn’t budge.
Quickly, she retreated and spun her sticks while she talked. “So, just how strong are you?”
“Imagine I have all the strength of a several-dozen-ton beast in me. Just right now, I don’t have the mass.” I smirked.
“At least I get to see this side of you now,” Maddie commented before zooming back in. “Now I understand a little of what you were going through earlier this school year.”
Her two sticks came in fast, repeating blurs. Soon I had trouble keeping track of them. Giving up, I struck out in the center of her chest with my palm. A stick that was about to hit me was jerked away as her body flew across the training area.
Maddie held her stomach. “Blood. I think I just shattered a few ribs.”
“Sorry.” I shrugged.
“No, that was good. Fuck, it hurt, but that’s what it is like to fight something stronger.” Maddie seemed more focused on the training. But her immortality probably helped lower her concern for the injuries.
Morgana came over with a wine bottle, ripped out the cork, and shoved it into Maddie’s mouth in a way that made me think of healing potions from video games.
“Yes, well honestly, if you fought a dragon with blades, you wouldn’t be able to cut him unless your blades were heavily enchanted,” Morgana told Maddie, who nodded in acknowledgment.
Morgana turned to me. “Go. They are in the basement. If you go to the center of the wings, there is a set of stairs leading down.” Morgana chuckled.
“Would have never known.” I shook my head.
“They know and we know. Just make sure you knock before entering,” Morgana warned.
I frowned at the caution but waved to the two women and went about my way to go find the dragonettes. It was time to head back to Philly.
I walked, trying to piece together what the dragonettes could be doing in the basement. Were they hiding from me? If Poly was involved, it wouldn’t be anything nefarious, but I could not even come up with a realistic theory.
I worked my way through the chateau, nymphs smiling and bowing. One even held up her plushie with a wide smile. Her curly, pink hair stood out; it was the same one that had been appearing around me.
It worked because I stopped to ask her name. If my women had given approval for her, she was likely worth getting to know. And it was also the third time I’d seen the pink-haired nymph.
“Pixie.” The nymph grinned. “You liked my dances last night. Would you care to enter a private room and see some more?” She put her hand on my arm, and even through my shirt, her touch was rapidly exciting me.
That damn nectar had made me even more insatiable.
“I would, but not now. You are going to come to my manor when it is finished?” I asked.
“If this is an invitation, then absolutely!” Pixie smiled and batted her eyelashes at me. “I just need to know where it is.”
“When I find out, I’ll tell you. Until then, you can be my personal nymph around here,” I offered her.
Her eyes went as wide as saucers.
“Of course.” It came out in a reverent whisper. “I thought Evelyn had taken that role.”
“I probably need three. One from Summer, Winter and Wild fae.” If balance was so important, and while I didn’t trust The Dreamer, I had seen enough to trust that it was. It made sense for me to try to keep the balance.
And having more nymphs couldn’t hurt. They certainly seemed good at the role they played. Besides, Pixie was incredibly easy in the eyes with her curly, pink hair and plenty of sun-kissed skin on display with what little clothing the nymphs wore.
Pixie bobbed her head. “Then I’m summer and Evelyn is winter. Have you found a wild nymph to your liking yet?”
“I have not, and you know what? I’d love one that isn’t Ikta’s little tool. So that will be your first task. Help me narrow that down. Oh, and also help me find the stairs downstairs?”
Pixie blushed and nodded. “This way, my king,” she mimicked the speech of some of the dragonettes.
I wondered if she viewed them similarly. They did serve the Dragon King, after all.
Pixie led me to a door and the stairs beyond it. She held it open with a beaming smile. “There’s only a single room down there. Summer had plans for it, but they’ve commandeered it.”
I raised a brow but headed down the staircase that was wide enough for three people. The lights were on already as I stepped down, and I could just barely make out the grunts of my dragonettes up ahead. Pixie trailed after me, her bouncy, pink hair jumping with each step.
When I got to the bottom of the stairs, it was certainly an odd scene.
The place looked like some sort of audience chamber, yet the center was now filled with mud. The dragonettes were covered head to toe in mud as they took turns wrestling each other.
A small group of nymphs stood to the side, watching and waiting to help them when they could. It was the nymphs that noticed me first. Then as one, they all noticed Pixie trailing behind me. If looks could kill, Pixie would be dead on the spot.
Instead, Pixie fluffed her pink hair and batted her eyelashes when I looked to check on her. 
“Let me know if any of them bother you,” my voice carried across the room. I wanted to make sure that the other nymphs heard the warning.
The other nymphs eased their expressions in an instant and focused back on the dragons. And all but the two wrestling dragons looked over at me. The two dragons wrestling in the mud continued on, focused on beating the other.
It took me a moment to realize who was who when they were all covered in mud.
“So, who’s winning?” I asked the others.
“Poly, of course.” Larisa crossed her arms. She was an easy one to spot given the drastic difference in height between her and the others.
“My mate.” Trina perked up and ran over, covered in mud.
I held out my arms, not worried about getting muddy, and wrapped her in a squishy wet hug. “How are you, Trina?”
“My king.” Regina bowed to me and looked over at the nymphs. “A towel please. I wish to at least have a clean face before my king.” She then turned back to me. “Have you had a towel? They are fantastic things. They are so soft, and you get much drier than a strigil.”
“Yeah. He knows what a towel is.” Larisa bypassed her and came to me for her own hug. “Now. Girls, no mud wrestling is complete without our king in the pit, don’t you think?”
“Hmm?” That was the last noise I made before Trina and Larisa double teamed me and hoisted me off the ground, rushing me off into the pit. 
“Wait.” But my cries were unheard as I was tossed into a pit of slick, wet mud that was about two feet deep. “Why are we wrestling again?”
“The first to capture our king gets time with him for dinner!” Larisa shouted.
There had already been a frenzy as I was being carried towards the mud, but her words seemed to stir up the energy in the room even higher. All the dragonettes were jumping into the mud. Even Poly stopped her current fight, setting her sights on me.
“Get Poly!” Sarisha shouted, wiping mud from her eyes. “We can’t let her win.”
Several of the other dragonettes then tag teamed the bronze dragon. 
“You’ll regret this!” Poly shouted as three took her down.
Sarisha had been the one wrestling Poly and took the chance to pounce on me as four other muddy bodies writhed with me, pushing and pulling me down into the mud.
I enjoyed it, not working to fight back too hard, just enough to make it a little more work for all of them. Slipping out of Trina and Larisa’s grip, I let Sarisha tackle me down to mud and pin me down. The shy girl rarely got time with me, losing out to some of the more aggressive dragonettes.
“Got you!” Sarisha straddled me and threw her hands into the air in victory.
“So you did. Now who cares to explain this all to me?” I took Regina’s offered hand and got myself out of the mud.
“It isn’t that different from back home,” Regina said. “We female dragons like to compete internally often. We spar or wrestle to get some energy out and establish our own pecking order.”
I stepped over to the side, pulling Sarisha with me and accepting a steaming towel from Pixie. Pixie stood next to me, seeming to stake her claim as my nymph.
“By the way, this is Pixie, my personal nymph. I think before everything is through, I’ll have three personal nymphs,” I told the dragonettes and the nymphs.
There were a few of the nymphs that started to breathe heavily with wide eyes.
“Thank you, my king,” Pixie said, stepping aside and letting the other nymphs help.
“Why are you all getting out? I wanted to watch some mud wrestling. Please don’t stop on my account. But once you’re done, I’d like to take Sarisha and… Regina back home. I have an errand I need to run back there.”
Without warning, Chloe took Polydora out with a flying tackle and the two splashed mud on everyone.
“Got you! Now let’s wrestle,” Chloe shouted, and I sincerely enjoyed watching the two athletic dragons wrestle in the pit.




Chapter 32


“Do you think you can do it?” I asked, looking at the dwarf hopefully. 
After we’d returned to Philly, I had grabbed a bunch of gold from my hoard. I’d stopped to pet the gold elemental, Goldie, who was growing well, and then headed off to Rupert. He’d helped me find out from the dwarven representative on the council who I should go to for cold forging.
The man who was recommended, Grim Darkshank, stood in front of me with a pair of intense leather gloves on his hands as he handled the fragment of the Crown of Winter. “You are turning this into a ring? Is Winter your woman now?”
“No. Winter managed to regain her strength in the Wilds.” I didn’t go into detail. “Instead, it is going to Maeve.”
He didn’t quite seem pleased by my statement, but he nodded. “Come on back.” 
He lifted the barrier between the back of the jewelry case and the workshop behind. I could just barely make out the details of the shop.
We were in a jewelry shop on 18th street. It wasn’t very big, but as he led me back, I noticed the workshop that was visible from the front was just a facade. Dust lingered on the place, as it was just for show.
Grim chuckled. “The real work is done down here.” He turned around the door, and there was a set of stairs that went down. “Both dwarves and gnomes have a penchant for being underground. We run a few of the metal working factories in town and have a small complex underground.”
As he led me down, there was a larger workshop with a dozen gnomes and dwarves actively working on jewelry.
“Do you have this much business?” I asked.
“Online sales.” Grim nodded to himself. “The storefront really doesn’t sell much anymore, but online? We sell shit tons, and then we don’t have to staff so many of the tall fuckers to man the shop.”
There had been an abnormally tall dwarf woman who had run the shop when I’d asked for Grim. The man in front of me couldn’t be taller than four feet, but he was wide enough he barely fit through doorways. Everything about him was thick with muscle.
“Just let me know what you need to help form the ring. And while I’m here, I have a second request for rings.”
Grim chuckled. “A little late to make some wedding rings, but don’t worry. The Scalewright lass already put in a few orders for your rings.”
I raised a brow in question, but I didn’t ask anything. It wasn’t important. If Jadelyn wanted me to know, she’d have told me before.
Regina and Pixie trailed behind me as Sarisha answered the battery of questions being asked by Regina as she spotted different gadgets.
Grim frowned at the red dragon but asked no more. “The cold forging won’t take much work. I just need some specialized tools to handle this kind of cold.” He still held the crown in his hand, the leather gloves of his managed to keep the frost from spreading far. “This sort of thing could go through a dozen hammers before we get it into shape, not to mention ruin all of them.”
“Whatever you need.” I had a bracer full of gold and gems to pay for it and get some more made. Since this was for my mates, I managed to part with a little, and hopefully, they’d be wearing most of it themselves.
Grim grunted but continued over to a well-furnished workbench and brushed aside a gold necklace that he must have been working on. The sheet of steel that covered his workbench glowed as runes in the corners lit up to protect it as he set the piece down. 
“Okay, hmm.” He looked at the vices on the table and frowned. “I have a hammer that can work it, but no vices.”
I let my hand shift to a white and silver claw, pinching the piece and holding it still. “Promise not to just smash my hand for the fun of it?”
Grim let out a dark chuckle and then caught a glare from the girls behind me. “Promise. You sure you trust me like this?”
“Worst case, you chip my nail or break a finger that I’ll have to have mended. I can handle it. But look, I know there has been bad blood between our people in the past, but that doesn’t have to continue forward. It’s over. I’m a customer and you are a smith,” I said with a firmness in my voice. “Besides, I have plenty of payment for you. I know you only take gold and jewels.”
There was a little greed in the dwarf’s eyes before he picked up a heavily runed hammer. 
“Turn it this way.” He gestured to me, and I shifted it like he’d indicated. Satisfied, he began to hit the silver metal of the crown. “We’ll have to work it back and forth to a point and then draw out the metal with plenty of blows. This will take a little bit. Let me know if your hand starts to get sore.”
Holding tight to the crown, I turned to Regina. “Is this overwhelming?” I knew she was experiencing many firsts.
“Yes.” The red dragon didn’t hesitate, looking up from Sarisha’s phone and blinking her eyes owlishly. “Why are they stacking these boxes?”
She turned the phone to me, showing me a ridiculous milk crate challenge.
“Amusement. Do the girls back in the village not dare each other to do small but strange tasks?” I asked her.
Regina nodded. “Yes, child’s games of youthful vigor. That is what this is?”
I paused. “Consider a lot of the stupid and strange things that humanity does along the same vein.”
“They do not live very long,” Sarisha supplied for the red dragon. That seemed to appease Regina’s questions.
“Turn.” Grim brought my attention back to the table.
I did as he asked and held the fragment of the crown still. “What about you, Sarisha? What do you like to do?”
She looked up at me, her bright blue eyes capturing my attention, contrasted by her Indian heritage. “Not much.”
“Oh come on. There has to be something. Pixie, if she doesn’t tell me, it will be your job to investigate her life and figure it out.” I was starting to enjoy having a nymph at my beck and call.
“I keep busy with my investing work, and maybe… sometimes… I play the harp.” She got quieter and quieter.
“Did I hear that right, Pixie? A harp?” I teased the caramel-colored dragon.
“Yes, you did,” Pixie confirmed with a smirk. “Shall I find the finest harp makers in the land and order a dozen for her to choose from?” Pixie asked as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
I shrugged. “Not the worst idea. I was thinking more of listening to some, but if we put harps in a bunch of the rooms of the supposed new manor I’m getting, then I’m sure at least one will tempt her.”
Sarisha was receding in on herself with the teasing.
I put a finger of my free hand under her chin before she shrank too much on herself. “Look at me. I’d absolutely love to hear you play sometime. I bet it is beautiful.”
She nodded. “Yeah. I have a few of my own. Even a few gold ones, but let’s be honest, gold makes for terrible harps. They’re pretty to look at, but it makes the notes a little funny.”
“No gold ones. I want to admire your music, not the harp,” I promised.
She nodded again.
Regina looked between us, and her brow furrowed, as if she was trying to glean some piece of information from our discussion.
“A dozen harps will be made,” Pixie promised. “We’ll make most of them grand harps, and I’ll make sure that Ikta knows to spread them out.”
“Turn this again.” Grim grumbled. “No wonder you have a giant harem.”
“It’s growing even bigger.” Pixie gave me a seductive and hopeful smile.
“Nymphs. I got a wedding invitation from the Scalewrights. Didn’t realize there were nymphs in your harem, but you are having it in the Faerie, so maybe that makes sense.” Grim frowned over his work, but didn’t look away.
“Well, the nymphs are a new addition. I kind of went for an adventure through the fae Wilds while I was there,” I replied.
“That’s probably a wild tale.” He quirked an eyebrow as he worked, seeming interested.
Taking the opening, I started telling him about our journey.
Grim laughed when I got to the part of being tempted downstream by a nymph, and Pixie seemed to be taking notes. By the time I finished the story, Grim had finished making the loop and was working with smaller chisels to push and mold the metal into a design.
I’d honestly just been expecting a simple loop, but now it was shaping into a dragon’s mouth, holding the diamond. And the loop was getting small delicate scales carved into it.
Overall, being hand hammered and chiseled gave it a rough charm.
“I won’t let you hand off a piece that was my work unless it is a work of art. Certainly not a magical wedding ring that could buy a city,” Grim replied as I told him once again it looked good enough. “Turn, please.”
I did so. “It really does look amazing though.”
“The finishing touches will make it look that much better. Since grinding and polishing would take material off and weaken it, I’m doing my best to pound these scales in to hide its roughness.” Grim tapped it again, his tongue sticking out in concentration.
The ring was looking stunning as Grim put the finishing touches on it.
“You said you had other work you needed?” The dwarf wiped at his brow, even though the air around his station was chilly from the ring.
“Other rings. I made a few of the engagement rings myself. I thought I’d do that again, but I ended up too busy with my adventure.”
“And got yourself a few more ladies.” Grim chuckled. “These’ll have to be done quickly. I might have to charge you extra. Not sure how much you need. We may not have enough stones for you.”
I held my bracer over the side of his desk that he wasn’t using. Gold and jewels poured out onto the ground, making a little knee-high pile. My heart ached at seeing my gold leave, but I kept trying to tell myself that it was for my mates and that they would end up wearing some of it. 
“I figured that would be enough for materials and labor costs. I want the best, Grim.”
“Fuck. Dragons.” He suddenly held his hands up. “Those were separate sentences. Like fuck there’s a lot of gold, and then damn dragons get all the good things.”
I chuckled, “No harm done.”
But as I laughed, a creature made of liquid gold expanded from the pile, and turned into a small woman. She jumped on the nearby table.
“Fuck,” I echoed Grim. “Goldie, how did you… come here.” I pushed out some of my mana into my hand. “Don’t you want some of my tasty mana?”
Goldie’s form swirled like a serpent through the air, coiling protectively over my arm and the ball of mana in my palm. Then she started to feed from it.
“What the hell is that?” Grim backed away and checked the nearby pile of gold. It hadn’t shrunk. Goldie had likely condensed herself down to a single gold coin to sneak herself out of the hoard.
“An elemental. A gold elemental. It’s been living in my hoard, and apparently, my absence has caused it to feel the need to escape.” I continued to push mana into my palm, and Goldie continued to feed from it.
“Is it safe?” Grim asked, still eyeing her skeptically.
As if offended, Goldie shifted to glare at him for a moment before going back to consuming my mana.
“Goldie is smart and growing smarter by the day.”
“Zach.” Goldie looked at me.
“Yes, Goldie. How did you sneak out?” I asked the elemental. So far, she’d usually listened to me. But she’d never been outside the hoard. As an elemental, if she ever wanted to escape, it wouldn’t be that hard, and it would be hell to get her back.
“Goldie smart. Yev says so.” Goldie went back to consuming my mana. Even if her speech was still rough, the gold elemental was learning rapidly.
I let out a heavy sigh. “Goldie, you need to listen to me and do as I say if you are going to be out of the hoard.”
The elemental bobbed her head several times before winding across my chest to mimic the bracer on my other arm.
“I want to travel with you.” Goldie punctuated the statement with an orgasmic moan. 
For that brief moment, I wanted to hide from the eyes looking at her and me oddly. Goldie’s early education of speech patterns was only from when my women and I had been in the hoard, and we’d often been occupied with each other’s bodies. I had only really been aware of the elemental for a few months.
“Right.” Grim looked at the elemental strangely. “Well, with these materials, I could whip up a whole batch of rings.” He pursed his lips and made a face as he gauged the quantity of materials. “Say three dozen rings from this?”
“Perfect,” I said quickly. “Hopefully, that’ll last me a while.”
Pixie giggled, but I ignored it.
“Well then, I’m going to head out and check on some other things,” I replied as Grim went to work, ignoring that we were in the room.
Reaching down, I lifted Maeve’s ring up and stuffed it into my bracer. The ring looked perfect to me.
“Right, right,” Grim said distractedly. “Then I need to get some of my hands and get to work on Dragon King wedding rings.”
Leaving his shop was easier. The basement had one of Morgana’s doorways to the Atrium and an easy route back to the park.
I pulled out my phone to call Agent Till, only to see that she’d called me several times. Keeping my phone in my bracer was wonderful for not having it smashed every time I shifted, but terrible for hearing it ring.
I quickly dialed her back.
“Agent Till, what can I do for you?” I asked, walking down the Atrium.
“Meet me by Wissahickon Park?” Her voice was tense enough to make me frown.
I cleared my throat. “Everything okay? I’m on my way. We were headed that way anyway. Happy to help however I can.”
Rather than answer my question, she kept her firm FBI officer voice. “Given Silverwing Mercenaries’ involvement in several affairs lately, we would appreciate it if you met us at a coffee shop for some informal questions.”
Her tone told me that she had somebody nearby who was listening to our conversation. Which meant I was likely about to deal with that person’s questions.
Wonderful.
“I’ll be there. Just give me the address.” My stride lengthened, and I made it to the door that Spring had used to exit at the park’s ranger station.
The fae working at the location looked up at our group and then went right back to work.
I didn’t hear a response and looked down at the phone, realizing Till had hung on up me or I had lost the connection. But then my phone dinged, indicating a text.
I would have looked at it, but my attention was caught by the nearby construction. “Where did that come from?”
Right next to this area of the park, a huge building was going up. I’d only been away for a few weeks; it looked like it had been getting built for months.
“Don’t look at me.” Regina shrugged. “I’m still trying to understand why you are in a hurry.”
“Right.” I looked at her and Pixie. “Act normal, please. We have a meeting, and I’m guessing it’s with Helena and Till's new boss, who doesn’t know about us.”
Sarisha nodded. “We’ll hang back, but be watchful.”
I nodded, looking them over. Regina had been given something a little more typical to wear so that she’d at least blend in better. Both of the girls wore T-shirts, jeans, and leather jackets.
Pixie was glamored up as a bubbly assistant, her hair still a vibrant pink, though that really wouldn’t stick out as non-human anymore.
“Would you like me to be an assistant during this meeting or hang back with the girls?”
“Stay close, observe, and take some notes if needed. I’ll do the talking.” Two eyes were better than one, and the nymphs seemed to be an observant bunch.
“Can do.” Pixie glamored a notepad into her hand.




Chapter 33


I arrived at the coffee shop. 
Rather than the hipster place I had expected next to the park, it had square corners everywhere. It gave off a very corporate vibe. It made sense that some high-up suit would want to meet in a place like that.
“Zach. Follow me.” Helena had been waiting by the door and motioned for me to follow her. She glanced at my entourage and frowned a little at the nymph. “Who’s the new girl.”
“Pixie, my new personal nymph,” I said.
Helena snorted after one look at Pixie’s large chest.
“If you stick around the chateau, you’ll pick up your own personal nymph,” Regina said with a smile. “They really like us all, and they’re quite helpful.”
“They like your king. Now hush, we have a problem.” Helena led us to a back booth. We walked up to a pair of suits that were keeping anyone potentially nosey away.
Surprisingly, they stepped aside, and Sarisha took up a position by them, Regina covering the back door. Pixie managed to slip into the long booth with me.
Helena boxed us both in with Agent Till and a fit and surprisingly young man that looked like he had a rod shoved all the way up his ass. I expected to see it peak out of his mouth when he spoke.
“I’m Director Norton.” He put his hand over the table for me to shake, and I accepted it, giving it a slightly harder squeeze than was necessary. But I didn’t put any real dragon strength behind it. Breaking his hand probably wouldn’t put us on the best foot. 
“Given the recent issues in Philadelphia, I’ve been put in charge of the local office. And I’ve assembled a new task force to investigate a few issues. I’ve noticed that they seem to center around the recent issue in Wissahickon Park.”
“Some fire, right?” I kept to the cover story.
“Yes. Quite the fire. Unfortunately, even a few of the weather satellites above the area at the time didn’t get a good view of it.” He opened a folder and showed me a few printouts.
I hadn’t seen satellite images before, but I could believe it when I saw what he showed me. There was a definite black cloud over the park and a huge chunk of the city. I realized it was T’s doing. Damn bastard had blanketed the city during the vampire attack.
“Okay, and?” I wasn’t sure where he was going. “Silverwing Mercenaries takes jobs and completes them. We don’t ask questions, and certainly don’t give client lists to the FBI.”
“Two people who’ve worked with you in the past are falling under me in this task force to investigate the unusual activities here in the city and elsewhere in the US. After the death of a congressman, we see a pattern of hard to explain deaths.” Norton looked me in the eyes. 
Normally, I wouldn’t have had any concern, but as a small gray wisp swirled within his iris, I felt my stomach tighten. His eyes looked just like Winter’s eyes after she had taken a piece of Iapetus’ power. I hoped that it was somehow unrelated, but my gut told me that it wasn’t.
Remaining calm, I worked on the issue in front of me. “Sounds like you need to just hire Silverwing Mercenaries to do a few jobs. We take payment in gold.” I gave him my best sharkish grin and pretended to just be interested in making money. I didn’t need him evaluating any deeper motivations I might have.
Till looked less than pleased with the way the conversation was going. “We’ve found no evidence that Silverwing Mercenaries was involved with anything. In fact, it was Zach that led us to the human trafficking operation.”
“Your own report says he didn’t follow protocols during the investigation. We had authority here. There was no reason his business should be interfering or slowing the FBI’s operation in this area.” Norton got aggressive.
I held up my hands. “Looks like we are done here. You can call this number to hire us.” I put my hand in my pocket and drew a card out of my bracer, pretending to pull it out of my pocket before sliding the business card across the table.
Norton took it with a smirk. “Can we call this number when the IRS comes too? I think a business that only deals in gold needs to be checked out.”
“Director. Coming in and threatening a valuable informant isn’t helping anything,” Till defended me, but I didn’t want to make her have to risk her job.
So I got up, taking my cue to leave. Nodding my head, Helena and Pixie slid out, making room for me. But the delay gave Director Norton time to slide out and stand up in front of me. 
“We are done when I say we are.” He put his hand on my chest.
Which unfortunately was the wrong move.
There was a flurry of red hair as Regina planted a fist in his gut, bending him over. A second hand pushed that motion further, using his face to break the table we’d just been sitting behind.
The two agents acting as guards drew their weapons, and the coffee shop became a flurry of activity as patrons ran out of the shop.
Sarisha had one of their guns before they realized what was happening, and she pointed it at the remaining agent whose gun was trained on my chest. He didn’t realize that it would take much more than that gun to take me down. I subtly shifted my skin under my shirt, covering it in hard scales.
Norton coughed a few times and stood up, rubbing his jaw.
I eyed him. Regina hadn’t held back. He should be dead, or at least have a few shattered bones. But he seemed nothing more than dazed.
“Well, now I’m taking you in.” He looked at me as if he’d won.
“No, you aren’t.” I turned to the agent who held a gun at me and walked straight towards him.
I hoped he wouldn’t shoot me; it would take even more explaining. The agent backed up, but he kept the gun pointed at me.
“Agent, you can talk to my lawyers. If you or any of the FBI agents get near me, my organization, or my family, I’ll put them down. And I’ll find a way to do it legally. Coming here and threatening me and mine will not work out for you. Get out of my city.” I straightened my clothes and walked out.
Pixie and the two dragons trailed after me.
I could hear Helena and Agent Till arguing with Norton, and I felt a little guilty that I’d created more mess for them. But I also knew that if she’d thought the conversation would go that way, Agent Till wouldn’t have asked me to join them.
I’d bet my entire hoard that they would text or call me to apologize as soon as they were free to do so. Or at least, Agent Till would.
“Did I mess up?” Regina asked, looking a little sheepish.
“No, you did fine. And you proved something to me. Norton isn’t a normal human, and he is most certainly after me. We proved a nice point. Now I need to see if I can’t put the dragonettes to better use.” I thought out loud. “If he wants to make me out to be the bad guy, I’m more than happy to play that role.”
It was all I could do to stop myself from growling. Norton was connected to Iapetus; I just knew it. And that meant the titan was playing games in Philly.
I looked down at my bracer and Typhon’s serpent. Something more was on the horizon, and I didn’t like the titans starting to have their authority bleed outside of the Underworld. 
Rubbing my temples, I started heading back to the park. I wasn’t going to let whatever was happening overshadow my wedding.
“Pixie, let’s talk wedding schedule.” I shifted the discussion, the pink-haired nymph turning into full assistant mode as she started to rattle off the details.
***I tugged at the bowtie on my tux for the hundredth time.
“It looks fantastic, my king.” Pixie had settled into her role and sat nearby with a folio tucked under her arm in case I needed anything. “The guests are arriving. The ladies are all dolled up. You have the ceremonies, then pictures, then you’ll do the dinner. Then you will finally get to the fun part.” The nymph grinned, seeming to think the rest of it was silly.
Looking at my bow tie, I tried to decide if it was really lopsided or if I was just nervous.
A knock at my door distracted me.
“Come in,” I called.
The door pushed open and Scarlett came in wearing a satin wedding dress that hugged her figure. It had lace arms and a small trail flowing out behind her.
“This is bad luck,” I warned her.
Scarlett rolled her eyes. “Never took you for superstition.” She came and sat down next to me, licking the tip of her finger and running it over my eyebrows to smooth them out. “Besides, I knew that my love would be nervous, so I came by to just have a moment with you.”
“First off, now that the paranormal are real, why can’t I be superstitions? Second, no way you aren’t nervous too,” I pointed out.
She grinned. “Maybe I came to calm my own nerves.” Her fingers walked over the seat and into my hand before she intertwined our fingers.
I scooted closer until I was bumping my hip to hers.
Scarlett was truly beautiful. She was a stunning natural beauty, but the makeup artists that Jadelyn had brought in had really accentuated her features. She looked nearly glowing as she sat in front of me.
“You like?” She noticed me just staring.
“Yeah. I like you a hell of a lot. Good thing too because I’m about to marry you,” I teased, enjoying the feel of her body pressed up against me.
Pixie bowed and slipped out, no doubt to guard the door and give us some time alone.
I leaned in to kiss her, but she put up a hand to guard her face.
“I did not sit in that chair for three hours just so you could ruin my makeup before the ceremony.” She swatted me away playfully. “Bad dragon.”
I growled at her with narrowed eyes. “Mine.”
“All yours. But you’ll have to wait a little longer to claim me.” Her three tails twirled behind her, as three illusionary Scarletts appeared around me and started bouncing their eyebrows.
One even leaned in to kiss me. But it wasn’t the same. As soon as I got a little aggressive, the illusion popped.
But she’d given me the small taste I needed while her three tails patted against me, leaving little hairs on my black tux. I made a mental note to have Pixie help me with a lint roller before I headed out.
“Are you still okay with all of this? Jadelyn is clearly into it. She seems to be handing out plushies like candy. But I know you always struggled a little with sharing me.” I looked into her eyes, wanting the truth. “Are you still doing okay? You don’t regret it not being just us?”
Scarlett sighed. “You have to ask the hard questions today, of all days?”
“Maybe it is the wedding that brought it out.” I shrugged, still wanting an answer.
She kicked her feet out and leaned against me even harder. For a moment, it was just the two of us breathing softly in the room, enjoying each other.
“This is enough,” she replied. “Just sharing a moment with you here and there. I wanted to satisfy you, be enough for you. It was overwhelming at first. But the others don’t change what we have. And asking you to be less than your nature calls you to be wouldn’t be fair. I fell in love with the Dragon King. And I will marry the Dragon King.”
“Scarlett.” I wrapped my arm around her. “You will always be my first mate.”
She grunted. “I know. Trust me. When I have the Summer Queen in the height of her power asking to trade favors very much in my favor, it puts things in perspective. Then you have Ikta getting involved now.” She rolled her eyes.
“Care to share what’s happening?” I asked.
But Scarlett mimed zipping her lips. “I’m sworn to secrecy. Don’t worry. It’s nothing bad. They are just trying to impress you with their wedding presents. Zach Pendragon, you are a wonderful man, and I very much look forward to marrying you.” She wiggled her finger where my handmade engagement ring sat. “I know I’m special to you, even if your time is at a premium.”
We looked into each other's eyes, and I couldn’t help but take the chance to bend down and kiss her. Despite the risk to her makeup, she didn’t stop me.
Our lips fit together like a lock and key, perfect for each other. But it wasn’t some heated kiss with tongue and tangling of our lips. It was a simple kiss that conveyed so much as she pressed her soft lips against me. We shared mutual adoration, respect, vulnerability, trust, and a whole bevy of other emotions that we tried to so simply call ‘love’.
Her kiss said everything I needed in that moment to feel steady. Nerves I hadn’t realized I had evaporated, and the decision to spend my life with her was so clear.
I opened my eyes, meeting her green ones. It was like she was looking into my soul, everything I was in that moment and everything I would become.
“I love you,” she whispered, and my skin prickled with goosebumps while my heart soared, yet I felt frozen.
“I love you too.” It came out soft, but it wasn’t some automatic response. My voice nearly cracked with all I was feeling.
She rewarded me with a lovely smile. “Now, no more until we get married, my mate. I think that was enough to tide you over for a while.”
I held her hands. “Mine.”
“Yours. Truly. And here shortly, we’ll make sure everyone in the paranormal world knows it,” she promised as she rose up out of the seat, giving me a smile that magnified her beauty as she slipped out the door.
I let out a breath I didn’t know I had been holding. I felt nearly giddy, ready to get down to the altar and wait for my mates. Not one to sit still, I slapped my knees and stood to leave.
Pixie was outside with an armful of ring boxes and a lint roller. “Ready?”
“Have I told you that you are wonderful, Pixie?” I held my arms out, letting her run the lint roller over me.
“I just want to get into your pants.” She smirked, not hiding it at all.
“Careful, you are doing a damn good job of it.” I grinned back, growing more comfortable with the nymph by the day.
She did some swift rolls of the lint roller, tearing off some of it for the fresh sticky part liberally to get it done quickly. “Alright, you are kitsune hair free. Let’s go down. Your mother is getting anxious; you should lead her to her seat before she dragons out and destroys nearby decorations unintentionally.”
I chuckled, acknowledging that a nervous Tiamat could be dangerous, and Pixie led me down and over to the exit by the venue.
The area had been completely transformed. Heavy strips of white cloth extended from the wall of the chateau over to the terrace, which was decorated with more heavy, white cloth and lots of yellow flowers.
The crowd seemed to be mostly seated, and my presence kicked everything into high gear. Those that weren’t settled quickly found seats. The area was packed; there had to be over a thousand people present.
But one was waiting for me.
Tiamat wore a bright red dress. “The clothes of this era are so light.” She did a little twirl. “But come, lead me down the aisle, my son.”
Something about linking arms with her made the moment all so much more real. Tears filled my eyes and threatened to spill over.
“Everything okay?” Tiamat asked.
“Yeah,” I said as Pixie handed me a handkerchief that I quickly used to dab away the tears. “Just became real. I love them all so much. I’m excited for this.”
Tiamat beamed at me. “Then I’m very happy, and I won’t kill any of them.”
Her statement made me laugh, which only made the tears spill out and I had to use the handkerchief again. “Stop that. But thank you. Come on, let's get you seated.”
I went down the aisle, walking past many faces I didn’t recognize, but there were also many I knew. They waved excitedly at me, and I gave them nods of thanks in return.
When I dropped my mother off at the front, I saw her take the crystal out and set it in the seat next to her. “For your father. He will want this memory when he’s back.” She ran her hand along the crystal gently.
Turning my attention back to the front, I ascended the remaining steps up to the terrace, taking a deep breath as I turned to wait for my women. It was a strange feeling of vulnerability standing up there, even though I was absolutely sure that they would all come down the aisle.
Ruby, Scarlett’s mother, sat in the front row and gave me a thumbs up and a small quiet clap to encourage me. There was a small seating area to the right that held all of my mates’ parents. Each of them was encouraging. Even the Highaen queen seemed to approve, though she was still stiff as a board.
The crowd grew quiet as Summer, dressed in elaborate robes, stepped up next to me to address the wedding.
“Given different beliefs and customs, we will be conducting several types of weddings. Please bear with me. We are expediting them as best we can. Soon we will all feast! But our Dragon King is a greedy man, and his nine women all deserve their moment,” Summer chuckled.
I nodded and the band picked up, playing ‘Here Comes The Bride’.
Scarlett appeared at the end of the aisle with Detective Fox holding her arm, and even though I’d seen her, I felt breath disappear from my body. Even with the veil and her tails hiding underneath her dress, there was no doubt in my mind that it was her. I would recognize her anywhere. 
As she came down the aisle, my heart picked up to a fever pitch before it soared over the moon and my entire body went into overdrive. I suddenly felt like I was sweating buckets. I’d waited my whole life for this moment, and I hadn’t even realized it.
As her father let go of her arm and handed her over to me, I saw nothing but the brightest smile of her life under that veil.
Pulling it back, I couldn’t wait to see the unobstructed face of my wife to be. And when I did, I could see the power of our love reflected in her eyes. Her smile grew into a thing of beauty that no art could ever perfectly capture seeing it in that moment.
I swallowed and remembered to grab her hands.
“Well then.” Summer smiled at both of us. “Thank you all for bearing witness to the union of this lovely couple before us. Please stay quiet until they kiss, then you can make noise and we’ll reset for the next one.
“Would you two please exchange your vows?” Summer smiled warmly as she oversaw all the details.
We turned to each other, holding hands.
Scarlett cleared her throat. “Zach Pendragon. I knew you before you became… well, anything.” She smirked. “Before you even knew you were a dragon. Even then, you were amazing and I fell for you. Each step you’ve taken in this path you call life has been filled and flourish with amazing potential, and I’ve only developed deeper and deeper feelings for you.”
She cleared her throat as she blinked away tears, trying to keep her eye contact with me. I squeezed her hands and smiled warmly with encouragement.
“You are everything I could have hoped for in a mate, and I’m happy to be with you on this journey. Being your first mate is my pride and absolute pleasure. I don’t know how I could ask for a more fantastic man to call my husband, even if others may call you the same, my greedy dragon.” She smirked and the crowd gave off a polite chuckle.
“But that’s just the bargain I signed up for when I kept dating a dragon. It’s perfect. Our family is perfect and we are perfect. I couldn’t be happier.” She hurried the last bit, as tears started to spill from her eyes, and she smiled full of love.
Now it was my turn.
“Scarlett, you accepted me for who I was initially, and you’ve still loved me as I’ve changed and become something so much more. Your support has never wavered, and you’ve been by my side through ups and downs, always showing up with a loving heart.” I got a little choked up and had to pause to get my emotions under control.
Tears of happiness spilled down my face, and before I knew it, Scarlett was crying too with a bright smile on her face.
I swallowed. “You are truly perfect for me. I might be a greedy dragon, but I’ll honor you to the best of my ability. I know that even in sickness and health we will be better together.”
Frank stepped over to my side, handing me a ring box. I let out a shuddering breath of relief that I was done speaking, only to realize I had to do it all eight more times.
I was filled with a strange mix of joy and dread, but I pushed all that aside to focus on Scarlett. I pulled out an intricately designed ring, similar to the one that Grim had crafted for Maeve.
“Mine,” I growled low enough to make the stage rumble as I put the ring on her finger.
“Yours,” she promised as she took a ring box from Summer. It was the thinnest ring I’d ever seen. Part of me worried it would break, but it didn’t as she slipped it on my finger.
Before I could think too hard on it, Summer proclaimed us married and Scarlett jumped into my arms. The crowd cheered and flashes of photography blinded us both.
I dipped her low, not letting go of her lips as I tried to convey all of my feelings into that single kiss. It was an impossible feat, but I did my best. I’d just have to live the rest of my life showing her how I felt.
When I finally let her up and breathed, the crowd was going wild. Scarlett grabbed my hand, kissing it again before stepping to the side and taking up some flowers.
Summer flicked her wrists, and the scene around us changed dramatically.
All the white with bits of green and yellow changed to beachy colors. Light blue and tan filled the area as Jadelyn appeared at the end of the aisle with a bright smile.
Scarlett’s dress stayed the white of a wedding dress, but she was clearly preparing to be her maid of honor as Rupert walked Jadelyn down the aisle.
“Step back a smidge.” Summer motioned for me.
I followed her instruction as the front of the stage became glass. A scooped-out area was filled with water. I smiled, preparing myself for the more public siren wedding. We’d already had the more ceremonial private siren wedding.
Jadelyn came forward, stepping into the water. Her lips opened, and she began to sing the song that was tuned to me. It resonated through me, filling me with her unbelievable joy. She pushed all her emotions into the song, and I felt nearly lightheaded at the love she poured into it.
It must have melted my brain, because the rest of the day turned into a whirlwind of smiles. It was like I was floating through the air, drunk on happiness in a way that nothing else could have ever emulated.
One by one, I married the loves of my life. Their thin rings magically fused to each other as they were placed on my finger, stacking together.
When Maeve and my ceremony finished, the entire area transformed into a dreamland of dancing, with each of my new wives taking their turns. Twirling around with them, I was drunk on the best day of my life. My cheeks hurt from smiling and laughing, but I couldn’t have cared less.
When the night began to wrap, I was stolen away quickly into a gold-ladened room, and I spent the night with all of my women.
I had no doubt I’d remember that day for the rest of my life, and nothing would compare. I had no doubt that, with all of them, we could take on whatever came our way next.




Afterword


Well, that’s Dragon 6 and a big setup for a larger conflict to come. I hope you all enjoyed the slice of life moments and I hope the wedding ended on a high note for all of you. 
As much as I wanted to go through all of their ceremony and their quirks, I just wanted to end when the emotions were high.
Obviously, the harem went through a decent expansion in this book, but I think I have the skill to manage a harem this size for two more books in the series. Right now, I’m thinking book 8 could be the end of the series. It’s been a big one for my growth as an author, but I have a lot of stories I want to tell. Many of which mean new series.
Next month, I have a new series, Dungeon Diving 101 coming out. It’ll be a slower burn like Dragon, and so far my Patreon is in love with it. It will be LitRPG, some academy story vibes and, of course, harem.
So, be on the lookout for that.
As for me? I’m just rocking out through the holidays and loving the gig of writing. Thank you all for reading, and I’ll see you next time.
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