
        
            
                
            
        

    
    



      
        
          Nemesis

          A Rider's Dragon

          

        

    





Deacon Frost

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Obsidian Tome LLC

        

      

    


Copyright © [Year of First Publication] by [Author or Pen Name] 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.




Chapter one

His awareness of the world began in a warm place, confined and unable to move. He didn’t care for how tight the walls of his existence were. Struggling gave him some hope, for he felt the prison encasing him flex when he moved his body. It was hard to develop the proper leverage to escape—mostly because he had somehow ended up with the majority of his body above his head. His neck was bent at an awkward angle and his legs were trapped against the curving barrier that held him trapped. 
Without any recourse, the prisoner began to violently thrash as best he could within his prison. The entire structure wobbled around him, making him fear he would tip over. Falling was a definite worry, as he had no idea what the world beyond his prison was like… was there a world beyond his prison?
He almost paused his attempts to break free when the question stirred in his mind, yet his need to be out of his confinement proved greater than his curiosity. He felt a crack, and then one of his legs burst through the barrier. The air outside was cold, and the edges that pressed against his body felt sharp, but he drew his foot in to begin kicking at the wall. The first break was the hardest, but soon he had a great break traveling down the length of the curved wall. His mass ground against it, and then the majority of the white obstacle broke free. The shadow of the wall collapsed over his head and prevented him from seeing the world. He attempted to yell in his outrage—that instant, a cloying fluid filled his lungs and his mouth. He hacked several times as he straightened his neck, then spat a wad of some disgusting mucus to the sandy floor of the wider room he found himself in. 
He vigorously shook his body and the remnants of the egg fell away. The inside was a white-pink, yet he found the outside was black with silver streaks. Instinct had him open his mouth and bite the shell. He began to chew and swallow each piece while trying to blink the liquid off his eyes so he could see. An itching sensation ran from the base of his skull down his body, and he was forced to roll himself in the sand to try and clean off the fluid. The abrasive granules did the job, and soon he found he was able to spread his wings—the gumming muck had been trapping them to his body. 
With the itching gone, he found he was able to take a moment and assess his form, to sate some of the curiosity burning inside him. He twisted his neck and found that he had four legs and a tail, though his body seemed squat. A pair of wings emerged from a secondary pair of shoulders above his front legs, and the gray, leathery flesh ran back to just behind his rear hips. He extended the wings as far as they would go and tried to flap, though he lacked coordination. Something inside told him he was far too weak right now to manage flight. Satisfied he understood what his own dark body looked like, the newly born hatchling turned in a circle and tried to examine where his egg had rested.
The sand was hot under his feet, though his claws enjoyed sinking in among the grains. He found the walls sloped up, and when he followed them with his gaze, he noticed a sand mound that made it seem like he was at the bottom of a pit. Curiosity had him scaling those walls, trying to find out what was at the top. His wings flailed and his ascent was interrupted when a pair of calloused hands grasped the back of his neck and his torso and heaved him into the air. 
“This runt must be defective—never seen a dragon with such puny scales,” muttered the beast that had hoisted him in the air. He lashed his tail and attempted to bite the creature. The pink-skinned man yelled in pain when the teeth clamped down on his forearm. The dragon reveled in the taste of blood in his mouth, though his joy changed to fear as he was lifted high into the air.
“Woah! Jonah! Don’t damage the merchandise!” yelled another of the beings. The hatchling had trouble telling them apart. Both had some kind of brown fur on their heads, and both wore brown wrappings around their bodies. His attempts to inspect them faded away as he caught sight of a huge shape behind them. He felt his eyes widen as he took in the massive form and recognized it as being like him. Yet the other didn’t move. His nostrils twitched, and he became aware of the scent he now recognized as blood—the smell filled the space around him.
He squirmed in protest, trying to get down as the pink shapes shoved him into some kind of scratchy bag. They were still talking, though the hatchling couldn’t focus. He tried to understand why the dark shape didn’t move… and why the sandy ground beneath it looked more like rusty mud and smelled of blood. Then they tied the sack closed and the dragon found himself once more trapped inside a round container. 
This time, he was able to puncture the sides easily with his claws. He wondered if the sand had made them sharper. His attempts to rip free of the trap he’d been pushed into was met with smacks from the outside. Each time he punched a claw through the fabric, something slapped his prison. The hatchling let out squeals of discomfort, especially when a blow struck his sensitive wings. He finally ceased trying to hatch from the sack, though he wasn’t happy. The bag moved, allowing him to catch a glimpse of the world through one of the holes he had made.
The pink things were taking him… somewhere. 
The sandy area gave way to a dark substance that looked harder. The dragon noticed the pink thing’s feet didn’t sink into this new material. The gray stuff went on for a while, until eventually they came out into a place that hurt his eyes. There was a silvery light that gleamed everywhere he could see through the holes in his bag, and it forced him to squint until his eyes adjusted. He was confused that the ground was a mix of small gray shapes and wavy green… things. At first, he thought the green was like the fur on the pink being’s head, but it smelled very different. Soon, brown and green shapes were towering over them and he noted the silver light dimmed when his captors went between them. 
The return of the comfortable dark gave him courage, and the hatchling began trying to rip open his trap once more—this time doing his best to ignore the slaps that shook his body. Twice he managed to slash one of the pink limbs that smacked his prison. The pink thing called Jonah cursed several times, and eventually the other took the bag from him. Just when the dragon thought he might finally free himself, they arrived at something new. It was a brown shape that smelled like the towers, though it was drier, and on its back was a black object that seemed to be made of thin pieces. The pink thing shoved the bag into the black object, then slammed a piece of it over the opening. The dragon growled, sensing he was in a new trap.
Enraged at being trapped again, he ripped the bag to pieces and finally emerged from its tattered fragments. He found this black prison was much stronger than the bag had been. His claws hurt when he tried to rip it, as did his teeth when he attempted to bite his way free. He let out a huff and on instinct attempted to smash it with his tail—that brought only pain. Whatever the thing was, it was harder than his scales and heavier than his body. He flopped onto his belly and tried to formulate a new plan. As though the act of lying down were the trigger, the dragon felt a gnawing pain inside him. Eating his eggshell had alleviated some of the discomfort, but all his unleashed ferocity had caused it to return with a vengeance. 
The dragon licked the blood on his teeth and narrowed his eyes while he tried to spot where the pink things had gone. The one called Jonah had tasted good. He wanted a new piece to chew on. Suddenly, interrupting his thoughts, they did something to the back of the brown floor his prison was sitting on and it folded to become a wall. The hatchling let out an unhappy growl as he realized he had yet another barrier between himself and something to sate the ache in his stomach. With nothing to do, he took stock of what he understood of the world. 
He had hatched from an egg in a sandpit. The pink things had been waiting for him and had stolen him away. A shape that resembled him, but much larger, had been lying still in a pool of blood. He had been carried away from the sandpit and taken to a place with a terrible silver light, then encased in a prison too powerful to break. None of his life experiences gave him joy—except biting the pink thing called Jonah. He wasn’t sure how he understood the sounds they had made, but he understood that Jonah did not like him, and that the other pink thing felt like capturing him would earn them some great… something.
The dragon huffed in frustration, then closed his eyes and attempted to shut out the world. He did not wish to look at the brown walls around him, nor the black thing that kept him trapped. They made him angry. Being angry caused a strange sensation to form in his chest. The pressure built, starting in front of his stomach but behind his throat. An acrid smell filled his nostrils, and before he knew what was happening, he had opened his mouth and belched a green liquid onto the black shapes in front of his muzzle. His eyes widened when he saw the smoke wafting up from the material. He stared in wonder as the brown material beyond the bars seemed to shrivel and rot. He had damaged his trap! He lifted himself up and opened his jaws in excitement.
The hatchling readied himself to try and spit more of the green liquid, yet for all his attempts he failed to produce any. The pressure in his chest had vanished after he’d coughed up the unknown substance, and its absence left him feeling even more drained. His moment of excitement faded with each failed attempt to produce more. Eventually, the hatchling dropped back onto his stomach as frustration welled inside him. Even his disgruntled emotions couldn’t seem to summon the pressure back, though it did sour his appetite. He tried to distract himself by flapping his wings, but they couldn’t stretch out because of the black frame he was stuck inside. He let out a yelp when the soft, leathery skin struck the dark material. After that, he folded his wings in tight and wrapped his tail around his torso. Curling into a ball seemed the wisest course of action.
At some point he must have drifted to sleep, as the next thing he was aware of was the pink things cursing as they wrestled the trap holding him off the brown platform. They kept their arms extended to make it hard for him to slash them with his claws—he still tried several times. They carried his prison into a huge cavern made of red, rectangular shapes. Then they set him down on an elevated surface, allowing him to see that there were many creatures imprisoned in the dark cages. He spotted two other dragons, though one was green and the other was silver. They stared at him with wide eyes and he had trouble looking away from them.
He didn’t have names for the variety of beasts around him. The scents were overwhelming, and he couldn’t prevent several sneezes from shaking his squat body. The pink things took advantage of his distraction and stuffed a furry shape through the spaces in his trap. He spotted the move just in time to slash the one called Jonah with a clawed foot—sadly, the creature got away.
“Hah, Jonah I swear that thing is your own personal nemesis,” the other pink being said. Jonah responded by using a thin, brown shape to jab the hatchling in the ribs. The small dragon squealed in rage. Unable to attack Jonah directly, he went after the small, furry shape the other figure had shoved into his cage while he was distracted. His teeth and claws swiftly ended its life.
Ironically, the furry thing was filled with blood and meat. The famished dragon began to rip into it with his claws, then quickly swallowed chunks of the meat within. One of the pink things muttered something, but the dragon was engrossed in his feasting. Almost before he knew it, he was gnawing at the bones, desperate to get the marrow he smelled within. His small stomach felt distended and he had trouble stopping a yawn from escaping him. Gorging himself had made him… tired. His scaly eyes closed and he slumped among the bones of his meal. 
For several days this pattern repeated. The dragon would wake when a new morsel was shoved into his cage. Each time he would go after the pink things, which he came to learn were called humans—at least the one named Jonah was. The other, Caleb, was an elf. The dragon never managed to slash or bite Caleb. Jonah, on the other hand, was an easy mark, being neither fast nor cautious. He was constantly angry, however, and his retaliation left the dragon aching from being prodded with the brown shape. The hatchling had trouble staying awake after he ate, yet he was always hungry. Being hungry simply made his temper worse, as did aching from all of Jonah’s blows.
After a week had passed, he was able to stay awake long enough to observe what the pair actually did within this strange red cavern. They fed the other beasts, and by observing their rounds, the dragon came to grasp that some of the trapped animals were kept as food for others. He also learned that the object Jonah struck him with was called a stick, or a cane. Jonah seemed to favor calling him a ‘piece of shit,’ so the hatchling assumed that was his name—yet the moment he realized the same word applied to animal waste, he rejected the name. Instead, he accepted the name given to him by Caleb. 
Caleb taunted Jonah with the dragon’s name each time the hatchling managed to bite or scratch the human. The dragon could only assume that being someone’s nemesis was a mark of distinction. In the end, he claimed it for himself.
His name was Nemesis.




Chapter two

After the first week, Nemesis observed that Jonah and Caleb weren’t the only ones taking care of the caged creatures. One being in particular, he came to enjoy. The first thing he noticed about her was she had long black hair… he liked it because it matched his scales. She was also smaller than the others. They called her Harper, and he soon grasped that she wasn’t fully grown, like him. Her ears weren’t as pointy as Caleb’s, so he wasn’t sure if she was human or elf.  
This Harper being was shorter than they were by at least a head, and skinny. He noted that she tended to wear a scratchy covering that hung to her knees. It seemed to be made from the same material as the sack he had been stuffed into. Over the month she tended him, the girl grew progressively bolder in trying to befriend him. He resisted at first, but in contrast to Jonah hitting him with a stick, she offered him scraps of meat and tried to bribe him with warm oil to soothe his itching scales. Almost against himself, Nemesis eventually let his guard down around her. 
Where the other two-legs radiated emotions he found unpleasant, Harper was always filled with joy when she came to visit him. She brought him food and cleaned his cage… and she spoke to him. He could understand her words, though it took time for him to begin understanding their true meanings. She was the one who taught him that he was in a cage and had been taken by smugglers. He also learned that the metal collar around her neck signified she was a slave. It took Nemesis some time to grasp that being a slave was like being in a cage… while being able to move around. 
Nemesis’ hatred of Jonah grew by leaps and bounds when he saw the human strike Harper as often as he attacked the dragon. The man took to avoiding the area around Nemesis’ cage roughly the same day the dragon learned he could spit the acid he produced. He couldn’t do it often, but he chose to save it for when Jonah was nearby. Harper had taught him the word for acid as well. His connection to the girl slowly deepened to the point where he allowed her to oil his scales—which was when he learned he was different from the other hatchlings the smugglers had captured.
“Your scales are really soft for a dragon,” Harper said as she rubbed oil into one of the joints where his wing met his flank. “They’re not soft, soft, but for a dragon they’re not as hard as the others. I think that’s why Jonah claims you’re a runt…”
Nemesis hissed at the mention of Jonah’s name, though he remained still. He enjoyed the rubdowns far too much to risk scaring Harper off. She was a useful creature, even if he hadn’t figured out how to properly communicate with her yet.
“Caleb claims you’re some rare breed. You aren’t quite the same shape as the others… so I think he might be right. Your body is thicker, but you’re not as long,” she said. Nemesis wasn’t sure if she realized he could understand her, or if she was just speaking to him because she was lonely. He could feel a longing for companionship radiating off of her, as well as sadness. The sensation resonated with him. He hated his captivity. He turned his head and rubbed his skull against her side.
She responded by scratching her fingers behind the small horns on his skull. He let out a satisfied grumble, and a moment later she went back to massaging the oil into his scales. “Caleb said your mother had been killed by something before they arrived, but they always say that. I think it’s weird that they always seem to find clutches of dragon eggs right after a matriarch dies… but I  also don’t think they’re strong enough to kill a grown dragon.” 
Nemesis snorted at that. He couldn’t imagine those fools killing anything, let alone a dragon. He pointedly avoided thinking about the beatings he’d taken at Jonah’s hands… they hurt his pride, and he was convinced they only happened because the men had stolen him from his rookery right as he’d hatched. If he had been given a chance to grow, it would have gone differently. 
One of his crimson eyes focused on Harper and he noticed tears on her face. The happiness she normally felt around him was fading—he didn’t like that. His head snaked up and he used his tongue to lick a tear from her cheek, then he butted his head against her face. She let out a surprised squeak, and then wrapped her arms around him in a tight hug. Nemesis squawked in surprise and squirmed. He had never been hugged before; it was a strange and… alarming sensation.
“Blackie, Jonah told me they’re going to sell you for parts if they can’t find a buyer soon… he says you’re more trouble than you’re worth and he’s not going to put up with your attacks any longer!” Harper exclaimed. The girl had begun to tremble with emotion and Nemesis sensed deep fear in her. Fear for him, he realized. Just as distressing, to him at least, was her use of the name Blackie for him. It offended his dignity.
‘Nemesis,’ he tried to say. He was shocked when Harper suddenly stiffened and stared down at him. The girl radiated shock, surprise, alarm… and wonder. He narrowed his crimson eyes as he tried to determine what had made her react that way. She was staring at him, mouth open.
“You… talked? In my head!” she said. He tilted his skull to one side and blinked at her. He wasn’t sure what she was saying, yet he felt a strange connection forming between them. Her emotions were much easier to read… and he realized she cared a great deal about him. That made him preen. He was well worthy of being admired, after all. “Do it again!”
‘Do what again?’ he asked in confusion. The stunned expression of her face suggested he had done whatever she wanted. ‘You stopped oiling my scales and now you’re squishing my wings,’ he complained. She jumped like he’d bitten her. He wasn’t sure why she was so shocked—he didn’t think he had done anything particularly fascinating. 
“You can talk! Only, you’re talking in my head! Can all dragons talk in my head?” she asked in a rush. Nemesis squinted at the bombardment of feelings coming off of her. He then squirmed again, trying to find room for his wings. She seemed to realize she was squeezing him and relaxed her grip. The dragon let out a huff—finally able to draw a full breath and flex his wings once more. It occurred to him that she had learned to listen, which was good. He had worried she’d never understand him.
‘I don’t know what other dragons can do; the only ones I’ve ever seen are in those cages at the front of this cave, and I’ve never been able to get close to them,’ he grumbled. He tilted his head in the direction of the far side of the warehouse and she glanced over to follow the direction of his gaze.
“Oh, no, they can’t talk. They’re pigmy drakes and not very smart. They’re also fully grown, whereas you’re just a hatchling, though you’re finally starting to get bigger,” Harper said. Nemesis blinked a few times in confusion, but he finally understood he’d been wrong—they weren’t dragons as he was. He let out a growl in annoyance at the existence of something that looked like a dragon but wasn’t. 
Harper let out a giggle at his reaction and picked up the oil to once again dribble some on his back. He stretched out as she started rubbing the warm fluid into his scales again. He closed his eyes and decided he would keep her. She was really was quite useful to have around. His tail flicked from side to side as he debated how best to go about making it clear he planned to keep her. He had decided she belonged to him. She was happy once more, which was a good start. He found he preferred the energy she radiated when she was in a good mood.
‘I am going to keep you. I like the way you oil my scales and bring me treats,’ he projected. For some reason that… made her sad. His head reared up and his eyes snapped open as his head oriented to stare at her face. ‘Why is this upsetting you? I thought you enjoyed being around me—you always feel happy when you take care of me.’ His confusion grew as she started crying again. His wings flapped as he tried to understand what she was weeping over. 
“Oh, Nemmy, I do like you… but I don’t want to be kept, I want to be free!” she said. She didn’t complain, not even when his wing accidentally struck her head. She carefully took hold of the wings and guided them to lay flat on his back. Nemesis wasn’t sure how he felt about being called… Nemmy… though he had a larger concern on his mind. Something she said had confused him.
‘What is free?’ he asked. His crimson eyes remained locked on her face and he squinted at the aura of confusion that radiated off of her. Her emotions shifted about in a baffling mix of affection, sadness, and pity. The last feeling caused his head to rear back. He was a dragon—dragons were not the subject of pity! His muzzle opened and he let out a hiss, but to his shock she booped him on the nose with one of her fingers.
“Don’t be like that. I just… should have realized you wouldn’t know what being free means. They captured you when you hatched, right?” At his nod, she continued, “Free is when you can go where you want, do what you want, and nobody can tell you what you should be doing. It means you’re in charge of your own life and you make your own rules. I want to be free. I hate being a slave!”
He cocked his head while sampling the mix of feelings she broadcast. Hatred, determination, yearning, longing, sadness… his head bobbed as he took that in. He understood them because they were the same emotions he’d felt when he was forced into the cage. ‘I want to be free too,’ he projected. Wordless sympathy came from her as she hugged him close once more. Nemesis resisted the temptation to thrash and escape the strange embrace. It seemed to mean a lot to her… and that was enough reason to put up with it for now. 
He waited for a moment to see if she would say anything. She seemed quite determined to hug him, and he wasn’t sure if they were still discussing things. He lifted his front leg and carefully patted her body, which proved to be a mistake as she let out a squeak and dropped him. ‘Ow!’ he complained as he tumbled to the ground. ‘Why did you do that?’ he demanded. She put her hands on her hips and stared at him.
“Because you poked my boob with a claw!” she said. From the expression on her face, he assumed that was supposed to mean something to him. He tried to get a closer look at her features, to help understand. He sensed a combination of embarrassment and amusement from her, yet he had no idea what was causing it. Fortunately for him, Harper wasn’t very tall. He could stretch his neck up to about her knee and she didn’t dwarf him the way the others did. She was smaller than Caleb, and Caleb was smaller than Jonah, though not by a great deal.
‘What is a boob?’ he asked. His curiosity was real, yet for some reason his question caused her embarrassment to grow. She crossed her arms over her torso and glowered down at him. He ignored the look. Most of his attention was on sorting out his position on the floor. She’d dropped him, so she had no one to blame but herself for the fact he was taking his time to gather his legs under him and ensure his wings still worked properly. 
“It’s part of a woman’s body, and not one that should just be casually touched by talking hatchlings!” she stated. He squinted at her once more and tilted his head. His tail flicked from side to side as he studied her to try and figure out which part of her body she was talking about. She had been smothering him against her torso, yet he wasn’t supposed to touch it? That confused him. She seemed to grasp his confusion and moved her arms. When she tugged her sackcloth dress tight around her torso, he noticed two round shapes over her ribs. “These!” 
Despite her exasperation, which he could feel clearly, he was mostly curious. ‘Why are you lumpier than Caleb or Jonah? It this because he hits you with a stick the way he does me? I get lumps sometimes when he hits me hard,’ Nemesis projected. For some reason she burst into giggles and some of her embarrassment faded. She scooped him up once more and cuddled him to her body, ignoring his protests.
“No, it is not because they hit me. It’s because I’m a woman. All women have boobs, well, at least all women who are shaped relatively like me. Being a half-elf, I’m a bit smaller than a full human… and I’m really glad Jonah doesn’t seem to look at me aside from hitting me. I don’t like him.”
Nemesis let out a hiss of agreement. He wasn’t a fan of Jonah either. Given the choice, he’d eat the man. ‘I don’t understand, but it probably isn’t important. What is important is how do we become free?’ he asked. She seemed to approve of his question—he could feel the determination and happiness radiating from her. ‘Will you be free with me?’
He had no idea why she squished her face against the top of his head, but he took it as a sign she was glad he asked. “Yes! We’ll figure out a way to escape together. But we have to be careful; if they think I’m going to try and run they can use the magic on my collar to stop me. So, no talking about it with anyone,” she urged. 
Nemesis lazily blinked his crimson eyes at her and tilted his head in the other direction. ‘The only person I talk to is you… and I did not even realize you could understand me before today,’ he pointed out. She flushed and he felt her embarrassment return.
“Right, yeah. We’ll have to figure out how you do that too—I didn’t think dragons were telepathic.”
Nemesis shrugged, as it wasn’t important to him. He was a dragon. He could do anything.




Chapter three

Nemesis wasn’t prepared for Caleb and Jonah’s reaction to his newfound connection to Harper. The newly bonded friends had gone through their normal routines, yet when Caleb saw them, the sharp-eyed elf  immediately seemed to detect a difference. He summoned Jonah and the perpetually angry human lost it. The man charged Harper, but this time instead of his stick, he drew a gleaming blade from his belt. However, the human had miscalculated one thing in his haste to punish his half-elf slave.
Nemesis wasn’t in his cage.
The dragon dimly heard Caleb yelling something, though his complete attention was focused on the human screaming half-understood profanity at the young woman. Nemesis opened his jaws and his throat contracted as he spat a line of acid straight into Jonah’s face. Caustic smoke rose from the man’s flesh when the fluid struck him in his eyes. Strangely, the melting flesh wasn’t the only symptom of his agony. Jonah’s blade clattered to the ground and his hands reached up for his ruined orbs. Before he could even touch the bloody sockets, a white foam sprayed from his lips and he began to spasm. His body went rigid, and a second later the smuggler collapsed onto his back with a thud. 
Nemesis let out a screech and spread his wings as he twisted and leaped from Harper’s lap. The girl screamed in shock at the mutilated body, yet Nemesis’ attention was focused on Caleb. For the first time in his life, the dragon flew. His black wings flapped hard to try and gain altitude in the warehouse, and he used his clawed feet to grip cages to assist him in getting higher and higher. Caleb had been rushing to join Jonah in his attack, but the elf had stuttered to a halt at the collapse of his partner. His eyes rose as he tracked Nemesis and the dragon hissed down at him. 
Despite wanting to, the hatchling couldn’t spew his acid at the elf—the fluid needed time to recharge. Caleb seemed to regain some confidence when Nemesis didn’t spray him. He held up his hands and spoke in a low tone: “Okay, calm. Calm. Jonah had that coming, I know he was abusive… but we didn’t realize you were capable of bonding a rider. This changes things, so let’s take a moment and we can sort this out…”
Caleb backed away from Nemesis as he spoke, though the hatchling didn’t miss the fact that the elf was slowly heading toward one of the capture nets the smugglers kept stashed against the walls of the building. Harper moved and Nemesis turned his head to see what she was doing. The half-elf had pulled something from Jonah’s pouches, and then she let out a shriek of joy when her collar fell free. The distraction, however, gave Caleb time to reach the net and he spun to throw the weighted mesh up at the cages where Nemesis had perched. The hatchling squawked as he tried to scramble back and avoid the woven trap.
When the ropes fell over him, he thrashed and tried to break the strands with his claws. Caleb turned to the wall to pull free a long pole with a cable loop attached to the end. Nemesis knew from experience that the man would slip the loop around his throat and use it to force him back into his cage. He was determined not to allow that to happen. His teeth gnawed at the fibrous ropes and he did his best to sever them with his claws—but he knew he wouldn’t be able to free himself any time soon. Worse still, the net had partially fallen into the cage Nemesis was standing on, and the creature inside—a giant scorpion—was crawling up the cords toward the bars under the dragon.
He heard shouting, then the sound of bodies coming together. Nemesis twisted under the net and saw Harper wielding Jonah’s blade. The half-elf slashed at Caleb as the elf used the catchpole to fend her off. He’d never seen such a ferocious expression on Harper’s face before. ‘Harper, be careful! Don’t get hurt!’ he projected to the girl. He sensed no fear in Caleb, just greed and cunning. In contrast, his dark-haired companion radiated rage and terror and the emotions flowed into Nemesis. 
“I won’t let them make me a slave again, Nemmy!” the girl screamed. Nemesis felt claws scrape at his scales, then let out a hiss when a talon drew blood from his belly. The scorpion hanging from the net had slashed him with the sharp tip on its tail. He snapped his head down through the bars and bit a pincer. The chitin shattered under his bite, though the move allowed the beast a chance to jab at him again with its tail. Nemesis felt a burning pain along his throat as the attack scored the scales. 
“Girl, stop fighting me! That absynian scorpion’s venom will kill your dragon if we don’t separate them!” Caleb said, then followed his words with a swing of his pole in a move that took Harper off her feet. Nemesis snarled in rage as she hit the ground, and he snapped at the scorpion again. This time, he tore a leg free of its carapace though it then tried to stab him in the eye with its tail. Nemesis noticed the green fluid forming on the stinger at the last moment. He twisted his head and took the blow on the horn-nubs that crowned his skull. The blow stunned him for a moment, but the stinger couldn’t penetrate the tough crest. 
Rage burned inside Nemesis and he moved on instinct. The hatchling glared into the arachnid’s eyes with his own crimson gaze. Something passed between them, and then the beast locked up as though in shock. Exhaustion swept through Nemesis, yet he didn’t hesitate to lash out with his head and bite down on the center of the scorpion’s eye clusters. His teeth punched through its compound orbs and it shuddered the moment he reached its brain. Muscle reflex saw the tail spasm and slam down between his shoulders and Nemesis grunted at the sharp pain of his scales being penetrated once more.
A cable looped around his tail and hip, and a breath later Nemesis found himself being yanked from the top of the cages. The catchpole had one leg of his trapped and its length made it hard for the dragon to twist in his attempt to bite the elf. Nemesis flapped his wings violently as he sought to pull himself away from his captor. However, the experienced elf backed away from the scorpion cage and took advantage of the hatchling’s head, still stuck between the bars. Nemesis had lost precious time withdrawing his head. Then, Caleb stiffened in shock and dropped the pole. The weight of the wood dragged Nemesis off the cages and he found himself tumbling helplessly to the floor. The net caught on the corner of the cages he squealed in frustration—his front legs were still tangled in the mesh. 
Caleb dropped to his knees next to the dragon and Nemesis saw blood forming on his lips. The hatchling narrowed his crimson eyes as he tried to determine what trick the smuggler was trying to pull—then Harper stepped out from behind him. The girl clutched Jonah’s long knife in both hands and was trembling like a leaf. The weapon was coated in dark blood. 
‘Harper, are you okay?’ he asked across their mental bond. He had to repeat the question four times before her eyes focused on his. She stumbled around the cooling body of their tormentor and began to cut him free of the ropes.
“Yes, Nemmy, we’re free! But the scorpion… are you okay?’ 
She looked frantic as she pulled section after section of rope free from his body. Nemesis squirmed and uselessly flapped his wings in an attempt to help. His wounds burned, but he felt… fine. ‘I don’t know what the elf was complaining about. The cuts hurt, but I am still healthy.’ Harper stared in confusion as she finally got him free of the mesh. 
"But the poison?" She drew the cable loose from the catchpole and helped him slip out of its loop. Nemesis folded his wings and crawled into her lap with a snort. 
‘I don’t feel any poison. All I feel is angry that the bug managed to cut through my scales, but that is all. Still, my wounds hurt, can you oil them?’ He turned his head to look at her and she stared down at him. He was forced to endure her frantic inspection of the cuts he’d suffered, but she finally seemed convinced he wasn’t going to die on her. The emotional relief she broadcast nearly floored him, and he curled his head under a wing in an effort to dim his senses. Her relief turned to joy and Nemesis let out a startled hiss as he was hoisted into the air above her head.
Being spun around by a jubilant half-elf did nothing for the pain of his cuts—he flapped in an effort to escape. ‘Stop spinning me! That hurts! Why are you bouncing around?’ he protested, not sure what was inspiring Harper’s reaction. She immediately pulled him close and cuddled him to her chest. Her mood changed to concern as she looked at his wounds again.
“Oh! Nemmy I’m sorry, it’s just, we’re free! Caleb and Jonah are dead, my slave collar is off… and we can go where we want! But let’s get you patched up first. This is going to take more than oiling. We need to bandage these. I’m so sorry for jostling you… I just got carried away.”
The dragon tasted her feelings again and let out a pleased hum. He found he liked the way she felt now that she was free. He knew that taking care of him had made her happy… but that was only a pale warmth compared to the glow of excitement coming off of her now. He didn’t fully grasp what free meant yet, but if it made her feel this good, then he approved. He was less happy when she carried him to one of the supply tables and began rubbing smelly goo into his wounds. His attempts to squirm away were met with pouting looks and lectures on something called infections. The hatchling wasn’t thrilled, but he resigned himself to being prodded with sludge. 
The true indignity came when she wrapped his body in coarse white fabric. The wound on his stomach was positioned in such a way that Harper had to bind his wings to his sides. He hated it. ‘I don’t like this, I can’t fly!’ he complained.
“You can’t fly even without the bandages. You barely managed to hop on top of the cages,” she pointed out.
Nemesis’ ego rebelled at the statement and he squinted at the girl. ‘I flew. I struck Jonah down with my breath, then I flew atop the mountain of cages to gain an advantage over Caleb. Such is the way of dragons.’ The fact that she giggled in response did not help his mood at all. He forgave her when she used her nimble fingers to scratch along the base of his growing horns. He had been very itchy there of late. After a moment, he forgot why he had been in a sour mood to begin with.
“You were very brave, and you did kill Jonah, but… how? Your acid burned his face, but he didn’t die from that.” 
Nemesis didn’t concern himself with that—he was enjoying the way she scratched his horns. He enjoyed it so much it took him a moment to realize she had stopped and walked away. He let out a sound of protest as he opened his red eyes and searched for her. He found her crouching over Jonah and saw that she was poking at his face with the dagger. A sense of unease came over him at seeing her hands so close to where he had spat his acid. ‘Don’t get any on you! I sense danger….’ 
She glanced back over her shoulder at him. “I won’t, and I think you’re right. In fact, I’m pretty sure your acid has some kind of poison in it. His lips turned blue and there’s something corroding his blood where your breath hit. I knew you weren’t a regular dragon. I’ve never heard of one that spits poisonous acid before!” He took her excitement to be a sign of what an incredible dragon he was and preened, his head rising on his neck as he let himself enjoy her praise. “It’s a shame you can’t use it more often though…”
Just like that, Nemesis slumped in defeat, then let out a grumbling sound. ‘I’ll be able to one day. I just need more food. Those wretched men never let me eat enough.’ 
Harper seemed amused by his sullen response. She came back and scooped him up, then helped him take a position across her shoulders and he looped his tail around her bicep to hold himself steady. With his wings bound to his sides, he felt vulnerable. Still, riding on her shoulders was much better than having to remain atop the table while she began to investigate the warehouse. He wasn’t sure why she took what she did, but he stared in fascination at the shiny disks she scavenged from Jonah’s pockets. She slipped them into a bag from Caleb’s belt and he hissed in disappointment.
“You can play with their money later, Nemmy. We’re going to have to use this stuff to buy food and supplies. I know dragons like to hoard things, but it’s going to be a while before we have enough coins for you to keep some as treasure. Besides, we have to find a place to live first, and also secure food. I’m sure we can do it… I just have to think of a way we can make money.”
Her emotions went through a dozen shifts as she explained what the coins were for. Nemesis found he wasn’t fond of the way she felt when she worried about… whatever working was. He rubbed his head against her jaw slowly. ‘We can simply take the shiny things from others. I am a dragon, and I am strong. No one would stand in our way.’ His response caused her to snort and he squinted at her face, trying to comprehend why she was amused.
“Nemmy, you are the best dragon… but you’re still a hatchling. There are powerful warriors out there who could kill us without blinking. We need to be smart if we’re going to survive. I don’t want anyone to take you away from me.”
He let out a loud snarl at the idea that someone might take his person away. Harper belonged to him and he wouldn’t allow it. His sentiment seemed to soothe her, and she then did that thing where she squished him to her body again. 
For some reason, this time… Nemesis found he enjoyed the hug.




Chapter four

The pair made their escape from the warehouse just as night fell. Nemesis twisted his neck until his snout pointed at the sky. The stars glowed above him and something in his chest loosened as he took in their beauty. Unlike when the smugglers had pulled him from his cavern, his eyes were no longer clouded with the remnant of his birth. This time, he could see the shimmering points of light and the twin moons that dominated the sky. 
‘It’s so beautiful…’ he murmured over his connection to Harper. The half-elf stopped and looked up. She had found a backpack made from some tough material and Nemesis was currently riding inside it. He wasn’t sure why she insisted on throwing a cloak over them both, but he was glad his head could still fit through the hood she was hiding under. He would have hated to miss the stars. She lifted a hand to scratch along the crown of horns that rested at the back of his skull.
“You’ve never seen them before?” she asked. A warm feeling passed through their bond. He sensed that she was both sad for him and happy he was getting to see them now. He did his best to broadcast contentment back to her.
‘They pulled me from the sands the moment I was born and threw me in a sack. I was able to see a few things through the holes I cut into that bag, but every time I clawed through the fabric I was hit. My eyes never adjusted to let me see the world around me. This is my first time.’
She turned her head and squished her lips to the side of his head. He had no idea why and it forced him to blink his crimson eyes rapidly. “We’re going to see the world together, Nemmy, just you and me,” she promised. Determination rolled off of her and he bobbed his head.
‘Where do we go from here?’ He glanced around, this time focusing on the world at ground level. The large brick warehouse took up most of what he could see, but he also noted a dirt path full of strange indentations. Extending his neck, Nemesis looked behind them and saw those tracks continued on until they vanished into a woodland, though it seemed to take some time before the trees grew thick enough to become a proper forest. Harper had talked about the forests enough for him to know what they were. He didn’t understand how the stones in the area had ended up piled in such a way as to form huge boxes. Many were shaped like the warehouse they had come from. He put that mystery out of his mind as he turned to look in the other direction.
Nemesis nearly recoiled back into the depths of the pack when he spotted the strange mountain ahead of them. The ground sloped upward and the track seemed to wind around it, yet every square inch of land he could see was covered in more brick structures. Most were smaller than the warehouse, though they came in many other colors. He spotted some that looked to be made from wood. Others had much larger gray stone squares with bizarre shapes carved into them. The worst part was that there were two-legged creatures moving everywhere.
They’d placed poles at regular intervals along the dirt track, and on top of them burned globes of fire. He couldn’t understand why the wind didn’t blow them out, though after squinting he realized there was some kind of clear container protecting the flames. Further study showed him the dirt trail became covered in stones after a time—first round rocks, then slabs of thicker, gray material. ‘Why are all these… people… here?’ he asked Harper in amazement. He did his best to hide the discomfort it caused him, but she seemed to sense it. 
“This is the town of Rothschild. It’s one of the larger trading areas because the rivers Avar and Tend meet here. A lot of people use it to prepare goods for shipment to the city of Candor. Caleb mentioned that they were getting ready to move their animals to Candor, where they’d sell them to various menageries.”
‘What is a menagerie?’ 
Nemesis grasped that a town was just a place where two-legs gathered. He assumed a city was just another word for that. Harper had talked about swimming in rivers, so he assumed it was some kind of puddle or something… but he had no idea what the last word she’d used meant. She let out a disgruntled noise, and he felt a momentary worry he’d asked something bad.
“Menageries are where rich people keep a bunch of animals in cages just so they can stare at them… or worse,” Harper muttered. The anger rolling off her left Nemesis puzzled. He turned his snout back in the direction of the warehouse.
‘That is not a menagerie, then?’ There were certainly still a lot of animals in there. He hissed at the scent of the place. Now that he had clean air blowing through his nostrils, he truly realized how bad the air inside the warehouse smelled. 
“No, those beasts are in cages for shipment, not display…” Harper paused and chewed on her lower lip. “We should do something to free the animals. Right? It isn’t right to just leave them all trapped.”
Nemesis tilted his head to one side and shifted in the pack. His wounds ached when he thought about going back into the warehouse. Something about the idea made his stomach bubble as though he were going to heave up his last meal. ‘I don’t like that building, I don’t want to go back in,’ he admitted. His lips peeled away from his fangs in distaste for having to confess those feelings. He was a dragon—nothing should scare him… yet the idea of being locked in a cage again made him want to withdraw into the pack.
Harper seemed to understand. She reached up and gently scratched along his jawline with her fingers. “Caleb and Jonah can’t hurt us anymore. We took care of them. It’ll be okay. We have their money, we have some supplies, and we won’t ever be slaves again,” she promised. Her words were comforting, yet they also gnawed at his pride. He straightened in the pack and put his front legs on her shoulders so he could extend his neck farther out from under her hood.
‘Then let’s free the animals we can safely, and I’ll eat the rest,’ he decided. She laughed at that and shook her head.
“You can’t eat all of them, some of them are bigger than you!” 
He snorted, then twisted his head to look into her eyes. He had eaten the scorpion while she searched the building, yet he was already feeling hunger starting to creep back. ‘Don’t underestimate me,’ he sent. She just giggled and shrugged. Together, the pair headed back into the warehouse. Nemesis flicked his tail as the stars vanished once more. Every time he moved, he felt the blankets she’d stuffed into the sack shift around him. He wasn’t sure why she’d insisted on taking the things, though he admitted to himself that they would make a comfortable nest for him to rest in.
Nemesis insisted they start by releasing the pygmy drakes. ‘I understand they’re not dragons, but they are the closest I’ve met and I hate seeing them caged,’ he informed Harper. When the two of them approached the cages, he noted the creatures stared at him through the bars. The silver one mantled her wings and hissed at him. He gazed at her from inside Harper’s hood and hissed back. After a moment, the drake ducked her head and looked away. He took a few minutes to inspect her. They shared a similar shape, yet her body was slimmer and her tail was longer. Nemesis felt irritated when he realized her scales were thicker than his. While Harper worked on releasing the silver drake, he turned his inspection on the green one.
The green was actually more muscular than he was, which also irritated him. That creature’s scales were thick ovals which overlapped in a manner that left distinct ridges all down his body. The drake didn’t even try to meet his eyes, and Nemesis noticed his wings were small to the point he wasn’t sure the green could fly. This drake has a very thick tail and neck; I wonder if he lives his entire life on the ground? He stretched his neck out to sniff at the green and smelled a woodsy scent that reminded him of his trip to the smuggler’s wagon. He huffed an annoyed breath when Harper opened the second cage. He had hoped the drakes might be worthy of some kind of companionship, yet they simply leaped from the cages and took off running. 
‘You’re right, they are stupid,’ he complained to Harper. She covered her mouth and a choked-off sound emerged from behind her hand. He squinted at her with his crimson eyes and she offered him a shrug.
“Not every creature is capable of thinking like a person. You’re actually the only one I know of that Caleb managed to catch.”
‘I’m not a creature, I am a dragon… you two-legs are the weird ones,’ he protested. She made that snorting noise again, though he continued to eye her with suspicion. She glowed with amusement and he finally huffed. ‘I suppose there is a… certain truth that your peoples seem intelligent enough, they’re simply not… dragons. It’s hard to take them seriously’
She burst out laughing, and he turned his snout down to stare at her over his dark scales. He felt the world shift as she put her hands on her knees and bent over. The move made him realize how much he’d been using his wings to maintain his balance—something he couldn’t do with the bandages in place. ‘Why are you laughing?’ he demanded, confused. 
Harper reached up and wiped the tears from her eyes. It took her several minutes to calm her breathing enough to stop from bursting into further laughter. “I’m sorry, Nemmy, I don’t mean to laugh at you… it’s just you’re awfully sure how superior dragons are, and that’s kind of amazing since you haven’t met any others. You didn’t see any other hatchlings when you were born, did you?” She reached up to scratch the base of his horn nubs and—against his will—the sensation of her fingers soothing his itches mollified him.
‘Well… no. The only thing I saw was those barbarians stuffing me into a sack. My eyes hadn’t focused enough to make out the details of anything… well, anything besides the shape of my mother in a pool of blood,’ he replied. His mournful tone seemed to sober her, and he squawked in response as she pressed his head to her cheek and squished her lips to his scales again.
He could feel her sympathy, which comforted an ache he didn’t fully understand. Whatever he was feeling seemed to amplify the disappointment that had formed when he realized the drakes couldn’t converse with him. Having Harper doing her strange two-leg thing to his head made his heart hurt less as well… though he had no idea why. He begrudgingly allowed her to nuzzle against his face.
“I’m sorry, it’s terrible you were stolen from your hatchery. Maybe we can find other dragons? I’ve heard there’s a place where people and dragons form connections. Though I’m not sure how to get there. Fort Talon, I think it’s called. Supposedly they partner together and protect the land,” Harper said. He appreciated that she didn’t rush her explanation. Trying to picture what she was saying was hard enough.
‘Enough dragons form partnerships with two-legs that they have a system for it?’
“Well, yeah, they’re called the Scaleguard. Why do you ask like it’s abnormal?” 
He was surprised by her confusion. When he attempted to articulate his response, he realized he wasn’t sure why he found that off-putting. He hissed for a moment and tried to shift his wings in thought… something he couldn’t do because of the bandages. It was the pain of his stomach wound stretching that finally gave him his answer. ‘I suppose… I find it strange because you’re the only two-leg I’ve met that I can stand.’ Sympathy washed over him through his bond with her and she started rubbing her face against his head again. He felt damp and his head reared back, only to see that she had begun to cry. ‘Why are you crying?’ he asked. Her tears alarmed him, yet he wasn’t sure why. 
“I just… I get it. When my parents died, they had a lot of debt and the bailiff of Rothschild sold me into slavery. They claimed I’d be able to work off the debt, but I knew I’d never be free again. I can’t stand the people here… and Caleb and Jonah basically did the same thing to you. But… I think that if I have the power to help someone, I should do it. Not everyone is looking to take advantage of others.” 
He cocked his head and let out a faint grumbling sound. Finally, he extended his muzzle and pressed the tip of his snout to her nose. ‘Is that why you tried to take care of me?’ he asked. That thought confused him, though he tried his best to grasp it. I don’t know if I would want to take care of any two-legs I came across… except I do want to make sure Harper is happy. Does that mean I want to help people? This is confusing. To help them, I have to spend more time around them… and I don’t like them. Well, except Harper. He growled in annoyance and frustration. Harper seemed to understand his frustration, because she redoubled the way she scratched his nubs. 
“Seeing all the animals in cages made me think about how I didn’t have any choices. I felt bad for all of you… and when you seemed to appreciate me caring for you, I wanted to make sure you were okay. Jonah treated you just as badly as he treated me and I didn’t like that, so yeah, I guess that’s why I wanted to help you.”
He really didn’t like how sad she felt talking about Jonah and it made him angry. He let out a hiss, and then rubbed her cheek with his muzzle. ‘Then I suppose we should help people, as long as they leave me alone. Let’s finish here, and then we can go to this Fort Talon place. It would be nice to meet other dragons,’ he sent to her. He wasn’t sure why, but his response made her very happy. Her joy was infectious, and soon he was letting out a chirping sound as he basked in her feelings. When Harper started releasing more of the animals, Nemesis kept a close eye on them.
He wasn’t going to let any of them hurt his person.




Chapter five

Most of the creatures in the warehouse knew Harper, which made it a lot easier to free them. Several of the creatures were large and dangerous, so Harper didn’t feel they should be released—those, Nemesis argued he should be allowed to eat. The hatchling couldn’t hide his disgruntled attitude when she pointed out the beasts were  far too large, and most of them were likely beyond his ability to kill. Finally, the two of them agreed she would inform the town’s marshal of a warehouse containing unattended animals—hopefully there would be a reward. 
Nemesis found the idea of getting more of the shiny disks to be quite pleasant, which had led him to stop arguing. He still killed two creatures that snapped at Harper, then gorged himself until he could barely move, but she didn’t complain. Once she was happy with their efforts, he was allowed to curl back up in her pack and sleep, his food-heavy belly quickly dragging him under. Jonah had made sure Nemesis was never allowed to truly sate his hunger, one of the many reasons he hadn’t liked the human.
Nemesis was dimly aware of Harper carrying him around the human town. He couldn’t settle into a truly deep sleep while bouncing in the bag, though perhaps it was paranoia keeping him awake. He kept his head extended from the pack and resting on her shoulder, hiding amongst her dark hair in the shadow of her hood. As far as he could tell, her meeting with the marshal went fine, and she left the interaction with a clinking bag in hand. He was too sleepy to try and see how much they got… and in the end most of it got used for other things. 
Harper, it seemed, had firm ideas on what they needed to survive. She visited several wooden buildings and spoke to a bewildering number of people. She gave away their coins, and in return claimed a slim blade the length of her thigh, several changes of clothes, some blankets, new boots, food… even two square objects that smelled of leather and grass. He wasn’t overly happy to have those put into his bag with him. The discomfort was enough to rouse him, and he flicked his tongue against the side of her face as he broadcast his questions.
‘What is all this stuff? What are these weird bricks? Why are you giving away all of our shiny things?’ 
She let out a laugh that made him happy. Her emotions had been growing as she traded their coins away, and he had to admit he did enjoy her new mood. She reached into her hood and scratched at the base of his growing horns. “One question at a time, Nemmy,” she murmured. She left the current wooden building, holding a staff as tall as she was, though he had no idea why she needed it. “Those are books, which are primers for dragon riders. They list the skills that are expected for those who serve at Fort Talon. My thought was, if we are going to try and join the Scaleguard, we need to know what they know.” 
She turned down into a space between two of the buildings and found a spot they could speak without being observed. She had pressed on him the idea that they needed to keep a low profile, though he didn’t understand why. He’d finally relented when she pointed out that Jonah and Caleb weren’t the only pair in the world who wanted to claim a young dragon, and he was still too injured to fight off everyone. His pride rankled at the fact that he couldn’t disagree with her, thus he didn’t protest the fact he was hiding in her hood. 
He stopped focusing on their scurrying around and considered what Harper had told him about her purchase. ‘How can we learn from bricks?’ he asked finally. Her suggestion made sense, yet he didn’t understand how blocks of leather and grass could teach them anything. She let out a giggle as she carefully slid the pack off of her back and placed it on the ground. Once the bag was safely on the ground and she was sure no one could see them, she drew the book out to show him. He shifted a bit inside the pack, as it was growing quite crowded with all the purchases she was making. His squirming just caused the other book to jab him in the side. 
“Not a brick, a book,” she said, emphasizing the proper word. She held it where he could see it and he sniffed at it carefully. He smelled leather, and the grass came from something squished between the outer layer. He noted that the section under the leather smelled of… wood? His crimson eyes looked at her in confusion until she demonstrated how the object opened. The leather cover was fixed to a wood panel and protected some soft squares that had been attached together. He narrowed his eyes at the square and he noted squiggly marks all over its surface. “This is writing, it’s a way of putting words down for people to read later. It makes it so not everything has to be taught person-to-person.”
‘Hmmm.’ He didn’t want to admit it, but the idea of preserving words to be heard later did seem quite clever. ‘Can you teach me how to… hear these words?’ 
“Read, and yes, I can teach you. It is going to be a long walk to Fort Talon, so I thought we could spend a little time each evening reading the books together. It’ll also give you time to heal while we travel. Speaking of, one of the things I bought was healing salves. Once we’re out of town we can change your bandages and apply the medicine.” He blinked several times, then bobbed his head in agreement.
‘Very well, you know more about the two-legged world than I do. I will trust your judgement. But I hope we’re gone from this place soon… the pack is getting crowded and your things keep poking me,’ he grumbled. He let her mollify him with more scratching along the base of his horns and rubbed his face against her fingers.
“Hang in there, Nemmy. Once we’re out of town you can ride on top of the pack, or on my shoulders inside my cloak. When it’s just you and me we won’t have to worry about anyone trying to steal you, and once you can fly again, we’ll both be a lot safer,” she reassured him.
Nemesis felt a tiny twinge of guilt—she might have been accurate when she’d pointed out that he hadn’t actually managed to fly in the fight with Caleb. He was sure he was close to it, however, so he refrained from confessing that. Instead, he preened and let out a soft hiss. ‘Yes, soon I’ll protect you from any danger we might face, and then we shall show everyone our greatness,’ he said. For some reason, this caused a warm glow of amusement to radiate from her. He tried to puzzle out why, but didn’t get a chance before she lifted him up and slipped the pack he rode in beneath her cloak and around her shoulders once more. ‘Harper, I’m hungry…’
He had no idea why that seemed to cause her amusement to grow, yet she purchased several packages of some strange dried meat from the next ‘store’ she took them to. He found the spices made up for the lack of blood, though the texture was strange. He lost track of where they were going in the town as he worked on gnawing his way through the strips of meat. 
When he next looked out from inside her hood, Nemesis discovered that Harper had taken them away from the town. His nostrils flared as he took in the scent of wood, water, grass… and something he identified as rabbits. For the moment, his hunger was sated, though it never seemed far away. Harper was walking down a road filled with ruts, and he now recognized the marks as the tracks left by human wagons. She had the wooden stick grasped in one arm and seemed to use it to keep her balance. He didn’t think it looked like a particularly graceful method of travel, but she didn’t have wings to do it properly, so it was understandable.
‘How long did you say the journey to Fort Talon was?’ he asked. She burst into laughter and shook her head. He let out a squawk as the movement caused her hair to slide over his face repeatedly.
“Don’t even start that, Nemmy. I told you, it’s a long trip. Now, we’re going to be out of sight from the town soon, and then we’ll change your bandages and apply the medicine, okay? Be patient.”
He huffed and rested his head on her shoulder. ‘Being patient is boring,’ he complained. She tapped his nose with the tip of her finger and continued walking. The touch caused him to try and stare at the end of his muzzle, yet his crimson eyes didn’t want to focus on that exact point. He found it a very distracting sensation. The move did, however, redirect him from his complaints. He turned his attention to the scenery, and for the first time he was able to appreciate the larger world as it was meant to be seen. 
He still found the sun annoyingly bright, and thus he chose to keep his head withdrawn into her hood. For all of that, he did enjoy the scents brought to him on the breeze. The sway of the grass in the wind, the creek of the trees… they were all soothing. Harper seemed happy as well. Her mood was steadily improving, and she began producing odd sounds that rose and fell in a rhythm he didn’t understand. There was a bounce to her step that should have annoyed him, jostling him in the pack as it did, yet her clear enjoyment caused him to let the disgruntled thoughts go. 
He soon drifted to sleep again with his head resting on her shoulder. His dreams were of a dark sky and a glowing moon with the wind sliding across his scales. In it, he was huge and powerful, the world trembling at the creak of his wings. Being drawn out of the pack and woken caused him to let out a cranky hiss. “Sorry, sorry… but it’s time to change your bandages, okay?” Harper’s apologetic tone brought his awareness back to the waking world, so he squinted at the sunlight and tried to take in their surroundings.
They were off the path, though he could still see it beyond her. She had chosen an area where the trees were cut back and several stumps had been sawed flat. He noted that logs were positioned so two-legs could sit at them and place their belongings on the stumps. He begrudgingly gave them credit for clever placement, yet wasn’t sure he approved of being draped across one of the flat wooden surfaces himself. Harper used the small knife she’d taken from Caleb to cut his bandages away, and he was unable to prevent another hiss from escaping him when she peeled the cloth from him. He hadn’t bled much, but what had leaked from his scales had firmly stuck to the fabric and it hurt when she tugged it off.  
Nemesis watched while Harper drew out a clay pot and his head rose as he sniffed at the contents. A pungent aroma assaulted his senses and he had to blink repeatedly to clear his crimson eyes of tears. ‘No, absolutely not! It smells terrible! How will I stalk my prey if I smell like that?’ he protested. 
Harper’s nose had wrinkled as well, yet she shook her head and ignored his complaints. “First off, you’re not going to be hunting until these cuts are completely sealed. Secondly, yes, it stinks, but the woman at the shop insisted the magic in the salve could prevent infection and even cure minor poisons. If we keep your wounds treated, then you’ll be able to hunt faster. You do want to hunt, right?”
He felt as though there was a trap in her words… but… ‘Yes, I do want to hunt. I am a fierce creature and it is only right that I stalk my prey and feast on their flesh,’ he agreed. 
“Good, then let’s get started.” She flashed him a smile, and then slathered the first fingerful across one of the cuts given to him by the scorpion. It was while she was rubbing the nasty concoction onto his scales that Nemesis realized his agreement about hunting had somehow given her permission to make him stink. He closed his eyes and let his head slump to the wood as he bit back his complaints. His irritation eased when he grasped that the new bandages she had gotten were able to be attached to his scales with a sticky substance she called glue. It meant she didn’t have to bind his wings; the feeling of spreading those limbs and lazily flapping them was marvelous after having them bound. She booped the tip of his muzzle again the third time his wing hit her on the head. “Settle down, would you? We’re almost done.”
He curled his neck and pretended to bite at her hand. She flexed her fingers, and a moment later the pair fell into a game. Nemesis was sure it was beneath his dignity to pounce at her hand and pretend to maul her, yet he didn’t care. Harper’s joy made him happy, and that was all that mattered at the moment. Well, that and the fact that when their playing ended, she unwrapped a present for him. The rabbit was cold, and someone had stolen its pelt, but the meat was fresh, so he fell on it with a fierce hunger.
“You know, I had planned on cooking that and having some myself,” she pointed out. Her tone seemed… dry. He squinted up at her and she rolled her eyes. “It’s fine, I have another I can cook. I hope you can hunt soon, though, because at the pace you’re eating there’s no way we can afford enough food to make it all the way to Fort Talon. Let me set up the camp, and once the rabbit is cooking, we can study the book to see if it gives clues on how much you’re going to eat eventually.”
He tore a strip off the rabbit and flexed his neck to send it sliding toward his stomach. ‘It isn’t my fault I am hungry—it takes a lot of food to become mighty. Perhaps if you eat more, you’ll grow larger as well.’ His words caused amusement to tickle her emotions again. She paused in her task of stacking wood in a ring of stones.
“Nemmy… you do realize I’m almost full grown, right? This is as about as big as I am going to get.”
His eyes popped at the revelation and he flailed his wings for a moment before he recovered his composure. ‘Of course I knew that,’ he lied. For some reason that caused her to giggle more, and he was then treated to a lecture on the biology of two-legs while she went about her errands.
Nemesis wasn’t sure he’d ever fully understand her.




Chapter six

They fell into a pattern as they journeyed. Harper did her best to answer his questions about the world during their walks, and in turn, he did his best to learn to fly. Fortunately, his wounds healed without trouble, so he was soon able to practice moving about. During the evenings they read from the book on dragon riding and spoke of what they might want from the world. 
For Nemesis, who had been taken by the poachers within minutes of hatching, having the autonomy to plan his own existence was a challenge. His first thoughts on the matter were simple ones: to be free to hunt, eat, and gather whatever shiny objects he wished. It was Harper and her insistence that he could be more that pushed him to think beyond those mundane goals. For her part, Harper desired to fight against the slave trade and the laws that allowed it to flourish. Nemesis thought he understood—vengeance made sense to him—yet Harper insisted it was more than a drive for revenge. The pair discussed the concept regularly over their first week of travels. 
By their second week of walking, their food stores were almost gone. Nemesis still lacked the muscles to truly fly, though he had gotten skilled at ambushing small animals in the brush by leaping out of trees and gliding down on top of them. This allowed them to stay fed, though Harper complained about the all-meat diet. She cheered up when they ran into a farmer on the road, who was willing to trade his produce for their shiny coins. Nemesis resigned himself to the fact that he couldn’t keep all the coins. Begrudgingly, he admitted to himself that the joy Harper felt getting to cook a simple stew was worth the loss of treasure. Mostly.
Neither of them had the education needed to properly read a map, and the farmer had told them they likely had another month of walking before they reached Fort Talon. That made Nemesis feel both impatient… and relieved. He was enjoying the time in the freedom to go where they wished, and had some doubts about what it might be like spending time around other dragons. Some instinct in the back of his mind worried that his kin might try to take the few coins he had left. Harper did her best to reassure him, but she admitted that she had no idea how professional dragon riders handled treasure. The book didn’t say—at least not the parts that they had read. It was something they hoped might be answered later. Nemesis tried to get Harper to skip ahead and look, but she insisted that reading the book in order was the best way to learn from it.
She was older than he was, so Nemesis took her word for it. It was a few days into their third week of travel that he managed to change a glide into a short flight. He had lunged from a tree to ambush a raccoon when the animal took off running. Nemesis had realized he wasn’t going to reach the creature and had begun to pump his wings. His muscles flexed and he nearly missed the pounce at the realization that he had both kept himself in the air and banked into a turn. He’d just managed to snap the animal’s spine with his jaws when Harper lifted him up into the air and began spinning in circles. Her happy squeals had rattled him and he had tried to curl into a ball to avoid the sound. 
“Oh… Sorry, Nemmy, was that too loud?” she asked, seeming repentant as she lowered him back down to cuddle against her torso. Nemesis carefully lifted his head out from under his wing and stared at her with his crimson eyes.
‘How can you produce such sounds and still have an intact skull?’ the dragon asked. He couldn’t help sounding incredulous; his loudest sounds were a rather feeble roar and a series of hisses. He refused to acknowledge his own squawks and was determined to turn that sound into a more dignified noise. His indignation was foiled by her finger tapping him between his crimson eyes and forcing him to blink his eyelids out of reflex.
“Don’t be sassy,” she chastised. Then she flashed him a wide smile. “But you flew a solid ten feet to catch that raccoon, that’s amazing!” He let out a happy hiss as she curled her fingers against the back of his head and ran them down his neck. A second later, he curled his neck up proudly, rubbing his head against her cheek as he accepted her praise. The warm glow of approval radiating off of her made the ache in his wings worthwhile. “Still, did it have to be a raccoon? It’s so weird eating these…”
He let out a snort. ‘Meat is meat. I can’t see why you insist on being picky… and you’re the one who asked me to stop hunting the rabbits,’ he pointed out. She stared at him for a moment, then her shoulders slumped. He tilted his head to the left and squinted at her as he felt a sheepish embarrassment in her aura.
“I know, they’re just so cute!” 
He snorted, and she poked him in his face again. His head jerked back, and in response he pretended to nip at her finger. This led to a round of play fighting that left them both happy. Nemesis didn’t complain when she set him down on the ground so she could gather up the raccoon. She had taken to skinning the things he killed. He wasn’t completely sure why, yet trusted her when she said they could acquire more coins if they were careful not to damage the pelts too much.
Stupid grass is so tall, I’d rather be flying through the air, or growing… this is ridiculous, he complained to himself as he followed along behind her. He had to extend his neck upward as high as it would go to keep track of her through the underbrush, and it was only because the kingdom regularly burned back the forest from the sides of the road that it was short enough for that to work. It continued to vex him that, despite having grown to the point his body was as long as she was tall…when he walked he barely reached her thigh. Two-legs don’t grasp their advantages.
He was still cursing the grass getting taller when he felt a jolt of fear wash over him from Harper. In the same moment, he heard an unfamiliar voice speaking to the young half-elf. “What makes you think you’re allowed to poach animals on the king’s road?” demanded the unknown figure. Nemesis’ eyes narrowed to slits and he began to move faster through the grass.
“There’s no law against hunting for food while traveling between cities,” Harper said. There was anxiety in her voice that made Nemesis’ heart thump heavily in his chest. He flexed his wings without unfurling them, his instincts insisting that he move forward stealthily. He cursed the lack of trees so close to the track they had been traveling along. 
“Peasant, are you daring to contradict me?” the other person asked. Nemesis had gotten close enough to hear the snort of some large animal, perhaps more than one. He dimly sensed… predatory intent. His blood grew hot as he felt the other’s emotions and realized the figure had some drive to harm Harper, though he didn’t understand quite how. “Bors, restrain the girl.”
Harper let out a shout and Nemesis heard a thud. There came the sound of metal scraping on metal, which he recognized as the sound of Harper drawing her dagger. She had practiced some with the blade while they walked. He began to run as fast as his small legs could carry him and his wings loosened in his preparation to jump. When he burst out of the grass, he saw a short, squat figure advancing on Harper. The bearded man wore heavy, metal gauntlets, a vest of metal rings, and some kind of metal boots. He smelled like dirt and beef to Nemesis. The dragon tightened the muscles in his hind legs and threw himself into the air. His wings snapped down and caught sky as he lifted himself higher. 
As the bearded figure reached for Harper, Nemesis acted on instinct. His mouth opened and his throat flexed. For the first time his acid split into twin-streams… both aimed straight at the fellow’s eyes. The corrosive green fluid splashed across his nose and beard and began to smoke, and less than a heartbeat later the man stumbled back with a scream as he reached up for his face. Nemesis beat his wings hard, forcing his body up and over the stumbling man. Every cell in his body told him that figure was no longer a threat, which meant the dragon had to focus on the road and the others, because the man wasn’t alone.
While straining to stay in the air, Nemesis spotted three other beings, each mounted on a horse. The animals were bucking, neighing in fear at his presence. The horse without a rider wheeled about and began to run off down the road. Two of the figures were women, like Harper. One had pale golden hair, the other a dark red. They were dressed in soft fabrics that showed off a strange amount of skin. It was the last person that Nemesis focused on, however—the one that had to be the arrogant speaker. His blond hair hung in ringlets and he wore puffy purple garments. He was struggling to control his horse and Nemesis felt proud to see the fear on his face.
Unfortunately, Nemesis’ pride had blinded him to other danger. A dark-blue shape hit him from above and he was thrown out of the air to tumble across the ground at the side of the road. Nemesis felt pain as claws pierced his scales, but he refused to allow himself to be easily pinned. He slashed back at the other with his own sharp limbs. He was forced to twist his neck to avoid a savage bite, and the weight of his attacker pushed him down into the ground.
“Nemmy, no!” He heard Harper coming toward him at a run, but he couldn’t see her because of the sapphire wings beating at his head. He clamped his jaws down on a foreleg and felt scales crack under his sharp teeth. 
“Artax! Stop, please!” one of the women cried. Nemesis struggled to avoid further injury as he tumbled with the other creature, then suddenly Harper was yanking him away. He let out a raw hiss of rage when he saw a blue-scaled leg slash across Harper’s forearm—an instant later he smelled her blood. He twisted in an effort to lunge back at her attacker, and then froze when he saw what he had been fighting.
The golden-haired girl was holding a thrashing blue dragon in her arms. The other beast had thicker scales that Nemesis and a slimmer body, though he noted the blue was a bit longer than he was. The blue was snarling just as angrily as Nemesis had been, and he suddenly remembered that this upstart had harmed Harper.
‘I’ll rip you apart for daring to lay a claw on Harper!’ Nemesis yelled without sound. Harper flinched and took several steps back to keep him from reaching the other dragon. She was saying something, but he was too angry to hear it. 
“Nemmy, stop! It’s over. You can’t attack another dragon!” she shouted again, this time grasping the top of his head to make him look at her. His crimson eyes stared into her face and saw the fear on her features. He swallowed and forced himself to go still. As he calmed, he heard the other girl yelling at her own dragon. 
“Artax, stop, stop! He was protecting her. Stop, you’d do the same for me, wouldn’t you?” the girl was saying over and over. The struggling dragon finally calmed and folded his wings against his side. Nemesis bristled as he watched the beast lick blood from his claws. The thing had silver eyes, he noted. It was hard to avoid seeing them, as the dragon was currently staring at him without blinking. 
For the first time, Nemesis realized the other two people had dismounted from their horses and seemed to be clutching the reins to keep control of the animals. With the horses still, Nemesis saw that the other two had dragons as well. One had gold scales and looked to be smaller than he was, while the other was a rich green and might have been his match in size. Those dragons were staring at him as well. He let out a small hiss to show he wasn’t afraid of them. 
His nostrils flared and brought the scent of blood. He curled his neck down to look at the long scratches along Harper’s forearm. Nemesis felt guilty that she had been hurt trying to protect him, and he curled against her torso. Not knowing how to help, he brushed his head along her jaw. ‘I’m sorry you’re hurt,’ he sent her.
“It’s okay, Nemmy, the scratches aren’t deep. I’ll put salve on them and bandage them in a moment,” Harper said. The others looked shocked and exchanged glances that confused Nemesis. It was the redhaired girl who opened her mouth to speak.
“Did your dragon actually speak with you, or are you responding to his actions?” she asked in a cautious voice. Nemesis tilted his head in confusion. Of course I speak, how stupid are these… what are they, human? I think they are. I don’t see points on their ears. They all look the same, the dragon grumbled in the depths of his own mind as he lamented the two-legs’ lack of distinguishing characteristics. 
“Nemmy speaks in my head,” Harper answered. It was her turn to sound cautious, though the dragon honestly had no idea why everyone was suddenly being so reserved. He turned a spiteful glare on the curly-haired boy. That was the one who had been giving Harper trouble, and as far as Nemesis was concerned, that was the one who needed to pay for her wounds. However, almost seeming to sense his anger, Harper started stroking his head and he let his ire fade as she found the itchy spot behind his horns. 
“Preposterous! Dragons don’t develop the ability to communicate until they’ve gone through their first shed. Your dragon is far too young to be able to do that,” the curly-haired one stated. Nemesis rolled his eyes and let out a hiss. He searched inward to see if his acid had refilled its gland enough for him to use, yet Harper must have sensed his intentions. She clamped a hand over his muzzle and held his jaws shut.
That’s not fair… 




Chapter seven

The two women with different colored hairs began to berate the curly-haired annoyance. The young man, Jaden, was apparently the son of some lord or other—and was an arrogant ass. At least, that was what the redhaired girl said. The golden-haired girl said he was a trumped-up bully and spent nearly twenty minutes cursing him for his hasty, ill-thought-out actions. Nemesis was vaguely impressed that over the entire tirade she never once repeated an insult. He sensed Harper was as well, though she had retreated to their campfire and set him down so she could start bandaging her forearm. 
The redhead was Kaia, and the golden-hair was Min, both related to Jaden… though Nemesis didn’t understand how. They had been traveling to Fort Talon with Bors, their bodyguard. Nemesis learned that the man had been a dwarf. Had been, because by the time the arguing nobles thought to check on him, most of his skull had dissolved. Nemesis felt a surge of pride when Jaden took one look at the man and was reduced to vomiting. 
Sadly, that started a second round of arguing and he couldn’t block out the shrill voices of the humans. Harper had explained about Bors being a dwarf while they bickered, then informed him he had to stop calling people two-legs. She claimed it was insulting. While the humans argued over what to do with the body, Nemesis stared at the other dragons. Artax was the large blue one and had bonded Min. Nemesis took pride in the fact that the bigger dragon was holding one foreleg off the ground thanks to his teeth having broken through those tough scales. The sight made his own clawed side easier to tolerate. The small, golden dragon was a female. She watched him like a hawk and her unwavering stare made him uncomfortable. Her eyes were a deep emerald color; something warned him she was very intelligent, though he didn’t understand what. 
The last dragon, the green, was useless as far as Nemesis could tell. The thing had stared at him for a moment, then looked at Jaden… and then had gone to sleep. Nemesis had felt a flash of contempt from the creature, which drove him to look closer. He took a moment to examine the green and realized its added bulk wasn’t muscle—the dragon was fat. Nemesis snorted in disdain and slipped from Harper’s lap to find the dropped raccoon. He grasped one of the carcass’ legs and twisted it free, then began eating. The taste of blood soothed his temper and he settled on his belly to eat.
An inquisitive chirp brought his head around and he discovered the gold dragon had come over. He almost flinched at how close she had gotten without his noticing, yet her chirp had clearly been to announce her presence. She bobbed her head toward the raccoon and he realized she wanted a piece. ‘Go ahead, have some,’ he broadcast to her. He wasn’t sure why her eyes widened, but she clearly got the message. Her head darted forward and she deftly tore open the creature’s stomach to rip its liver free. 
The sound of her chewing drew the attention of the blue; Nemesis narrowed his eyes when that dragon flapped his wings and flew over. It’s not fair he’s a better flier than me. I’d be that good if they hadn’t kept me in a cage, he thought angrily. Despite his unhappy mood, he had to acknowledge the blue was impressive. His foul temper lifted slightly when the blue bungled his attempt to land and tumbled tail over nose. He watched the other dragon sort himself out, then try to arrogantly stride to the raccoon. However, the gold let out a series of sharp chirps and the blue paused before touching anything. Nemesis felt some tension relax when the blue ducked his head and let out the same inquisitive chirp. 
‘Yeah… fine, go ahead, you’re a good fighter,’ he sent after a moment of thought. Much as he didn’t like how the fight had gone, Nemesis acknowledged the blue had been protecting Min—he respected that. When the blue tore out the heart and started chewing, the black dragon almost reconsidered his generous thoughts. That’s the best part, he grumbled. It didn’t take the three dragons long to reduce the raccoon to a few scraps of bone. He felt better for the meal, though not nearly as satisfied as he would have been if he had only split it with Harper. He twisted his head around to look for the half-elf and make sure she was okay.
‘Why are you digging a hole?’ he asked his companion. She and the others were scraping the ground, though he noted Jaden was clearly slacking. Nemesis lifted himself up and walked carefully over to the others, trying to determine what they were doing. Harper appeared to be the only one with a shovel, a small thing she’d bought to bury her leavings in the woods. 
“We’re burying Bors,” she said without turning to look at him. The others stopped in confusion until they saw him. He glowered back at them, finding it a lot easier to trust the other dragons than them. Jaden gave off the same kind of spiteful, greedy emotions that Jonah had. Nemesis couldn’t understand what the boy was coveting—that is, not until he saw the curly-haired figure staring at Harper and felt a spike of want. It was a similar feeling to when Nemesis stared at shiny coins, and that caused the dragon to spread his wings and hiss. 
His sudden aggression made the humans stop digging. Jaden stumbled back when he met Nemesis’ eyes, and the golden-haired girl looked between the two. “What… why is your dragon staring at Jaden like that?” she demanded. The blue flapped over to the group and landed next to his girl. Nemesis wasn’t happy to see him, but he respected the other dragon’s desire to protect her.
“Nemmy, what’s wrong?” Harper asked quietly. She sounded calm, yet he could feel the anxiety and anger inside her. He moved to her side and rubbed his head against her thigh, yet he refused to take his eyes off the boy.
‘He stared at you like he wants to collect you. He is like Jonah, spiteful and cruel. I don’t like the way he is.’ Nemesis didn’t know exactly how to describe what he sensed when he paid attention to Jaden, but he knew he didn’t like the human near Harper. Thankfully, she seemed to understand him as she straightened up and turned her attention to the young man. Nemesis snapped his tail from side to side as he continued to glare.
“Nemmy says that he doesn’t like the way your brother stares at me, and that’s making him protective,” she said. He wondered why she addressed Min. The golden-haired girl’s expression darkened, and she turned her eyes on her brother. Jaden swallowed and held up his hands.
“That’s… there’s nothing… I didn’t do anything!” Jaden protested.
“Probably wants to, the bastard…” muttered Kaia. Nemesis swung his head to look at the redhead and saw her gold dragon curling around her shoulders. The pair—human and dragon—were eyeing Jaden with distaste and Nemesis decided at that moment he liked them best of the group. He could feel the wary contempt that rolled off Kaia and it soothed his nerves. To him, it implied Harper had allies. 
The group went back to digging, though he sun was down by the time they had finished piling dirt over the dead dwarf. Harper tried to apologize several times for the man’s death, which bewildered Nemesis. He tried to touch her without permission, he deserved to die, the dragon though stubbornly. To his surprise, Min made it clear that she thought the whole thing was Jaden’s fault. Kaia backed it up and they fell into arguing again. Nemesis had hoped they were going to be leaving once they’d buried the dwarf, but Harper invited them to share their camp! The black dragon let out a hiss of annoyance and curled up on the back of Harper’s pack to ensure no one tried to take their belongings. 
The most obnoxious part was that Harper ended up having to help Min set up her tent. The girl explained that Bors had been taking care of it for her, so she hadn’t learned yet. Given Harper and Nemesis had been sleeping in the open, he wondered if the humans were uselessly weak. Jaden had asked for help with his own tent after that, but Harper had refused. That pleased the dragon. While the tent was going up, Kaia had ridden away on her horse. The gold dragon had stayed behind, though, so Nemesis wasn’t shocked when the redhead returned, though he was surprised to see her bring back the horse that had run away. 
After some time, Kaia helped Jaden put up his tent, just to end the boy’s whining. Nemesis found it interesting that the redhead didn’t have any problems putting her own up… and he liked Kaia even more when she asked Harper if the half-elf wished to sleep under cover for the night. Harper declined and curled up in her blankets near the fire as she always did. Nemesis, who could see perfectly in the dark, decided he was going to keep watch to make sure none of the strangers did anything to his person while she slept. 
He remained perched on their bag the entire night. After a time, the gold dragon came to join him and he felt… strange, to have her leaning against his body. She rested her head against one of his shoulders and went to sleep. Later in the evening, Kaia emerged from her tent to relieve herself and seemed shocked to find her dragon sleeping outside. The moonlight made it easy to spot golden scales and the girl froze when she approached and saw Nemesis staring at her. She looked from her dragon to him several times, then shook her head and went into the woods for a few minutes. 
When she returned, she paused and knelt near the dragons. “If Talia trusts you, then you’re probably a good person… but don’t get any funny ideas,” she whispered. He sensed amusement floating off of her, though he didn’t understand why. He looked from the sleeping dragon to the redhead several times and the girl burst into giggles as she retreated back into her tent. What… was that about? What kind of ideas would I get?
Nemesis put the strange encounter out of his head after concluding it was probably some sort of weird human joke. The dragon draped against his side was warm, almost as warm as the fire on the other side of Harper. He enjoyed the heat seeping through his scales—it made his cuts feel better. The warm sensation lulled him into a peaceful frame of mind, and before he knew it, the sun was rising. Nemesis squinted at the rising light with distaste and was shocked to find his wounds had healed. The gold rose and jumped off the pack. She flapped her wings several times and managed to lift herself briefly before she glided over to Kaia’s tent. 
Nemesis flinched when a loud squawking sound began from the other side of the camp. Through a hole in the tent’s side, Nemesis was able to see the green dragon had woken. Instead of doing anything useful, the round beast had his head up and was producing a terrible raucous noise. The black couldn’t, for a moment, imagine what the noise was supposed to do. One by one, the humans woke and he observed Jaden as the curly-haired boy threw a pillow over his head. “Cambus, can’t you hunt for your own food? Bors isn’t here to feed you!”
Feed him? Is that noise a demand for food? Nemesis wondered in bewilderment. He stared in shock, unable to imagine how the green thought making that sound would get him fed. Harper jumped out of her bedding, dagger in hand, and for a moment Nemesis thought she might stab the green dragon. Honestly, the break from the wailing would have been a relief. Sadly, she put the blade away and rubbed her eyes in confusion as she realized they weren’t under attack. 
“What is going on?” she asked. Min stuck a very bushy head out of her tent. The girl looked as though all of her hair was trying to escape her head. Nemesis found the sight alarming. When Min turned to stare at Jaden’s tent, he felt her pulse with both annoyance and frustration.
“Jaden’s dragon is spoiled. He’s had servants feeding it every time it makes a sound so now the damned beast just wails when it wants food,” Min said in a huff. She ducked back into her tent and shouted, “Jaden if you don’t shut that dragon up, we’re leaving you behind!”
The threat seemed to motivate the curly-haired boy. He finally got up and left his tent. Nemesis watched as the human pulled a paper package from a bag near the horses and unwrapped it as he walked back to the tent. The bundle was meat from some large animal—ribs, if Nemesis was judging the shape right. The green dragon ceased his noise as soon as Jaden shoved the food in his face. 
‘If I start screaming, do you think they’ll feed me like that?’ he asked Harper. The girl let out a choking sound and turned to stare at him. She gave him a mock glare and put her hands on her hips, staring down at him.
“Don’t even think it. In fact, you should go hunt. Now, off you go, try to bring back something we can share, okay?” She smiled, pointing into the woods. Nemesis rolled his eyes and pretended to sulk as he skulked down off the pack and began moving through the grass in the direction of the trees. While he left camp, he heard Harper explaining to Min where he was going. He wasn’t sure why the golden-haired girl cared, but Harper seemed to like talking to her. He wondered about that as he walked. Does Harper miss having other two-le—people, to talk to? She doesn’t like Jaden, but I can tell she seems to enjoy talking to the others. Then again… it was nice having Talia sleep next to me, and Artax is a strong fighter. The other one is useless, though, just like his human.
He let his thoughts subside as he sank his claws into a tree and climbed the trunk. His nostrils flared, letting him take in the scents of the forest to get an idea of what might be around. He smelled deer, which immediately had his mouth filling with drool. He’d only managed to catch a deer once, but it had fed them for two days. It would be a perfect meal to bring back to the others.
He’d show them how a true dragon fed itself.




Chapter eight

While Nemesis proved he could  hunt a full-grown buck… he failed at proving he could move one. He landed on the animal’s back and his claws slashed open the buck’s throat without issue. The deer barely made it a dozen yards before it collapsed from blood loss. That was when Nemesis was confronted with the truth—the deer he’d downed was easily five times his own weight. Try as he might, the black dragon couldn’t drag it through the woods. He snapped his wings open and closed irritably as he tried to decide how to solve his dilemma. Before he had more than a few minutes to think it over, however, Kaia and Talia discovered him. The human half of the pair had a bow and arrow and Nemesis suspected they were hunting themselves. 
The redhead demonstrated more intelligence than he had come to expect when she paused and observed him without approaching his kill. Her dragon, however, dove from her shoulder and glided down to the deer carcass. She chirped several times, and Nemesis exhaled a soft hiss before he bobbed his head. Talia chomped down on one of the buck’s antlers and started pulling. Nemesis bit the other and followed her example. He was startled when the animal suddenly shifted—his head snapped around, only to find Kaia lifting the body’s hindquarters. She froze and stared at him with wary eyes. 
Nemesis considered the human for a moment, then went back to tugging the corpse toward the camp. Over the course of several minutes, the trio managed to drag the body back to their camp. Kaia carried the bulk of the deer’s weight, but Nemesis consoled himself with the fact he had killed the animal. When she spotted them, Harper ran over to lift the front of the buck and Nemesis was more than willing to let the pair of tw—he sighed and corrected himself—the women carry the deer to be segmented for travel. The carcass would provide enough meat for several meals and Nemesis gladly accepted the organs as Harper began butchering it.
This time, when Artax came and approached the heart, Nemesis let out a warning hiss. He claimed that for himself. Talia was allowed to take her pick next, and only then did Nemesis produce a squawk to signal the blue dragon could eat. While he chewed on the tough organ, he observed the humans. Kaia stepped up to help Harper without complaint, yet Min seemed just as reluctant as Jaden to do her share. Lazy, did their hairy man do all the work for them? he wondered. Cambus was slumbering once more, and since that meant silence, Nemesis was just as happy to let him continue to sleep. He noted Harper had made a stew, and he wasn’t surprised to see the half-elf breaking down the deer and wrapping it in paper for them to eat later. 
He was surprised, however, when she packed the meat into the saddle bags of the hairy man’s horse. ‘Why are you giving them our meat?’ he sent to Harper. His curiosity was roused, which had caused him to pause in his eating. The dark-haired girl turned to look at him, then flashed him a bright smile.
“Since they’re heading to Fort Talon as well, they’ve asked if we wished to accompany them. The ride will save us a lot of walking,” his partner answered. Nemesis squinted as he considered that. Min didn’t strike him as having an agenda, though he still disliked the emotions he caught whenever he turned his attention to Jaden. Each time he focused on Kaia, he almost enjoyed the emotions he could feel. The dragons were harder to read, though none of them raised his distrust. At least not while the fat one slept.
‘They aren’t going to try and seek revenge for the death of their hairy companion?’ he asked.
Harper’s face fell, and she took a moment to scrub the blood off of her hands with grass before she answered him. “They understand that his death was a tragic accident, and they’ve assured me that they understand how a woman traveling alone has to be cautious… and why you were protective.” Her expression told Nemesis she was still wary, and her emotions confirmed it. He turned his gaze on the nobles and tried to get an idea of if they truly believed that. Min and Kaia were clearly listening. The pair seemed sincere to his mind, yet he couldn’t shake a seed of distrust. 
‘I’ll be watching them,’ he told Harper. She nodded and they both let the conversation drop at that point. Nemesis tuned out their babble as he went back to eating his fill of the deer’s entrails. If he was to continue to grow large enough to protect Harper, he had to ensure he ate properly. He was vaguely aware of Harper, Min, and Kaia having some conversation that involved a great deal of handwaving, but he had to keep his attention on the deer. Artax seems the type to try and sneak morsels he doesn’t deserve.
Finally, after some time passed the women came to collect their dragons and lead them to the horses. Nemesis wasn’t sure how he felt about getting onto the back of the huge creature. The horse whinnied and stomped on the dirt road several times when Harper carried him closer. He hissed his irritation, but the big animal failed to grasp his superiority. It took forever, from Nemesis’ perspective, for the animal to hold still long enough for him to climb on board the leather device strapped across its back. Harper was up much faster, and Nemesis climbed onto her shoulders so he could observe their travels more easily.
“Oof, Nemmy, you’re starting to get big,” Harper said. She was leaning at a strange angle and he cocked his head to look at her.
‘I know, I think soon I will be large enough to fly regularly.’
“No… I mean you’re heavy. Can you sit on the saddle ahead of me instead of on my shoulder?” she asked. Nemesis hopped down and turned himself to face her as he tested the strength of the leather beneath him. He watched her straighten up, and then he let out a mildly frustrated hiss.
‘Are you sure you won’t grow any bigger?’ he demanded. His question amused her, though he couldn’t fathom why. She tickled his chin with her fingertip, and he preened as she scratched an itch on the scales under his jaw. ‘Very well, I suppose I will accept your feeble strength for what it is.’
She raised a dark eyebrow at him and performed a mock bow in her seat. “I thank you for your compassion, my lord dragon.” He narrowed his eyes as he turned over her answer in his head. He was about to confront her on teasing him when one of the humans interrupted him.
“Hey, we need to start riding. Let’s go already,” Jaden yelled to them. The curly-haired fool kicked his horse into motion and waved as though he expected everyone to just follow along behind him. Nemesis let out a rumble of disgust when he saw the others did, indeed, just start following the boy. 
‘Do we have to go with them?’ he asked Harper plaintively. She let out a snort and snapped the reins on the horse.
“It’ll be fine, Nemmy, you’ve got my back.”
I have no idea what you expect me to do with your back, but I will protect you from that foul boy. I won’t fail you. On my honor as a dragon, he said to himself in the privacy of his own mind.
Nemesis was shaken from his thoughts when the horse broke into a truly horrible bouncing motion. He had to spread his wings to keep his balance and he let his distaste sound in a clear growl. The horse, for some reason, seemed to take that as a sign it should go faster—it began jostling him even worse. The humans let out laughs and urged their own horses to match the hectic pace and Nemesis was forced to sink his claws into the saddle to remain on the animal’s back. Harper seemed to enjoy the ride—she was laughing just as much as the others. This is all because they don’t have wings. It’s made them mad… all of them, he decided as he kept his jaw closed to avoid biting his tongue.
With the black dragon struggling to maintain his balance, the group headed off for Fort Talon in generally good spirits. By the time the sun was setting and they were ready to stop and make camp, Nemesis had managed to grasp that lying on the saddle reduced his chances of falling off quite significantly. The dragons ate a third of their remaining deer, and Nemesis took comfort in Harper’s insistence on resuming their progress through the dragon book. He wasn’t sure why she kept turning red while reading, yet he listened with rapt focus as the book educated them on the importance of keeping a dragon’s scales clean. In a surprising display of common sense, the humans gathered to listen as well. Kaia, especially, seemed interested in the material. With her support, the group fell into a routine over the next two weeks. 
First came a quick morning hunt for the dragons to practice their skills—which Cambus refused to participate in. For some reason the green kept glaring at Nemesis when he brought back a fresh kill. Then the meat was butchered, the non-dragons ate from their supplies, and the group spent the majority of the day riding. Evening would fall and after Kaia and Harper taught Min how to set up her tent, the blonde became self-sufficient. Min and Kaia returned the favor by teaching Harper to tend her horse… and Jaden proved fundamentally useless. They’d read from Harper’s book on dragons, sleep… and repeat. The roads in the kingdom were generally safe, as long as one avoided the occasional nobleperson. Their progress was steady, though Nemesis often found the presence of others grating on his nerves.
In their reading they discovered that it took most dragons well over a year before they could communicate with their bonded partners. Harper and Nemesis chose to let the others think that their bond had been in existence for that long and that Nemesis was merely a runt. Information on specific breeds of dragons was slim and mostly referred to a compendium that Harper hadn’t found on her shopping expedition. They were able to confirm that dragons tended to have different elemental affinities depending on their coloring, and that their sizes varied depending on element. It was possible to get mingled affinities, but the book seemed to hint that it was exceedingly rare. Harper and Nemesis chose to keep silent on their suspicion that he possessed more than a simple acidic attack. In fact, Nemesis took care not to use his acid during hunts. He didn’t want to leave more clues. 
Their journey also proved to Nemesis that Min, while somewhat spoiled, had good intentions. The blond girl and her blue dragon were an odd mix of timid and courageous. Min was hesitant to do anything that defied her station, though she became fierce in executing what she thought her duties were. She constantly needled her brother Jaden for ‘failing to live up to their noble obligations.’ Nemesis didn’t truly grasp what a noble was, except that they apparently had money and people who did work for them. Kaia and Talia proved to be far more practical. Kaia had a number of useful skills for traveling. She claimed it was because her father took her on trade caravans between cities, and insisted they weren’t noble, just wealthy. Harper had to explain to Nemesis that it meant Kaia’s family had a lot of shiny coins. 
He decided he would be wealthy one day.
Jaden and Cambus proved to be the anchor consistently dragging down the mood of the group. The green dragon refused to hunt, some days not even moving beyond lying across Jaden’s saddle. The fat beast merely squawked and wailed incessantly when it wished to be fed. Jaden only put in the effort to tend the hatchling when the noise grew to be too much for him. He was a pool of simmering resentment that gave Nemesis a headache. The boy sulked and whined when made to take part in errands around the camp, and he never stopped staring at Harper with greed. He eyed Kaia in the same manner, yet that look contained hints of fear as well. Nemesis tried to convince Harper to thrash him so he would fear her as well, but she said he was overreacting. 
By the time their two-week journey was coming to an end, Talia, Artax, and Nemesis had grown capable of flying above the horses for almost an hour at a time. Nemesis grew in weight, and the muscles he’d developed along his back and hips helped support his wings. It broadened his already squat appearance and made his neck and the base of his tail thicker than the other dragons. If Artax hadn’t been even larger than he was, Nemesis might have felt self-conscious about his build. Each dragon was built different, and Harper managed to convince him that his shape was simply proper for his breed. She killed the last of his doubts by pointing out how strong he looked compared to Cambus. It was hard not to feel superior to the green, scaly blob. 
Then they finally reached Fort Talon. The sun was setting over the mountains and the entire valley glowed umber, which made it look like the land was on fire. The scenery on their trip had been boring: a long dirt track, burned-back grass, and tame forests that were frequently hunted. The valley holding Fort Talon was a different beast entirely. To the north and south were massive lines of cliffs that were dotted with huge cave openings. If someone had told Nemesis that a great animal had torn a gouge in the earth, he would have believed them… yet Harper insisted it was the river running down the center that had done the shaping. He wasn’t sure he truly believed it, but he humored her.
The valley floor held fences of stacked stone to separate the grazing pasture of dozens of types of livestock. Some of the areas had small ponds or lakes, and others looked barren. The area was patchwork and Nemesis didn’t understand why, but Kaia said it was to keep the animals healthy in their corrals. He’d had to ask Harper to explain what a corral was. It turned out to be just a fancy word for fence. 
All those animal pastures led up to a high stone wall and a massive gate of some shining metal. The fort had several large stone buildings inside that were tall enough to be seen over the walls. Some had bridges that went from building to building. It was all Nemesis could see of the fortress itself, since everything else was hidden by the stonework. 
In the morning they’d enter that fort and find out what their future held.




Chapter nine

Morning turned out to be a hopeful estimate. Despite them rushing, the valley proved large enough that it took until the evening to reach the shining gate. Nemesis cupped air under his wings as he spiraled down to come in for a landing on the back of Harper’s horse. The animal had learned not to buck him over the last two weeks. The black-scaled dragon curled his head up over Harper’s shoulder and stared at the walled city looming above them.  
The gates were covered in hammered silver, so they gleamed in the fading light. The dragon noted that many of the people trying to enter the city were halted by the guards. 'What are they being stopped for?’ he sent to Harper. She turned her head to look and clicked her tongue as she watched the encounters.
“Probably some law on who can come in, what kind of stuff they can bring, that sort of thing… unless the guards just like feeling powerful,” she said. Then, she asked Min, “Do you think we’ll have trouble?” Nemesis felt a hint of anxiety radiating off of her and he rubbed his head against her cheek. 
“Doubtful. It is my understanding that any who manage to bond a hatchling are allowed entrance. They might not be allowed to remain after they meet with the Scaleguard, but the initial greeting should be smooth,” Min said. The golden-haired girl turned her head and flashed a smile at Harper. Nemesis suspected it was meant to make her feel better. He let out a tiny hiss when Harper’s emotions hinted it did. 
She’s my rider, I should comfort her, he murmured in the solitude of his own head. In the end, though, he decided he was glad Harper felt better. His crimson gaze didn’t leave the guards and Min proved to be correct. When they reached the silver gates one of the men simply waved them through. He shouted something to them in a language Nemesis didn’t recognize, however, leaving the black dragon confused. 'What did he say?’ 
Harper reached up and brushed her black hair behind one of her ears. The move distracted Nemesis for a moment, as Harper rarely let her mixed heritage show. “I’m… not sure, I didn’t recognize the language,” she admitted after a few moments. Nemesis twisted his head around to face the way they had come and eyed the gate. Before this, he hadn’t realized there were other languages. 
Jaden, always willing to take an opportunity to look superior, spoke up from where he rode nearby. “He said, ‘May the north wind favor you,’ in the high tongue… it’s the language favored by the Church of Kolos.” Nemesis could have done without the snide tone in the noble’s words, yet he had to admit the information was useful. Or would have been, if Nemesis had known what the Church of Kolos was. “The Immortal raised Kolos to an S-rank dragon, and all true servants of the empire worship the divine dragon,” Jaden added. 
Nemesis had to fight to keep his lips from peeling back in an angry hiss. The urge to spit acid into Jaden’s face came frequently, but Harper insisted he couldn’t simply murder someone just because they were being unpleasant. One of the least- fair aspects of dealing with humans. He turned his head away from Jaden and focused on the city around them. The streets were much wider than the town they had left behind, spacious enough for several of the wagons he had seen to pass side by side. The ground had also been smoothed and covered in some kind of stony skin. The gray showed every spot where a horse had befouled the road. That’s disgusting, Nemesis thought before looking higher.
The buildings themselves were made of stacked stone with something packed between the rocks. Nemesis wasn’t sure why anyone would want to make their homes from round rocks, but the bumps reminded him of his scales. He nodded approvingly before he deigned to glance at the people. Most were human… at least he thought so. If pushed, Nemesis would admit he still had trouble telling the two-legged races apart. He saw a number of individuals with tall, pointed ears, so those he was fairly certain were elves. The squat, hairy folk were dwarves, like the unpleasant man Bors he had killed. Harper had insisted the hair came from just his face, but Nemesis wasn’t sure he believed her. How a creature could have hair that tucked into their belt but came from their face was beyond him. At least these… dwarves… seemed to keep their hair under control. He noted many of them used shiny metals to tame their draping facial fur. 
The smaller buildings began to grow larger as the quartet rode up the main street. The buildings gained a second, sometimes third floor and had large glass windows facing the crowds. Nemesis grasped quickly that he was looking at shops. He still couldn’t read, yet he recognized the scissors symbol from the place Harper had purchased her garments. While he was somewhat curious about the stores, Nemesis almost climbed over Harper to get his first glimpse of the towers that rose from the center of the city. 
Those stone edifices were colossal. Each had to be over two hundred feet in diameter, and Nemesis was certain they rose three, perhaps four times that in height. Stone bridges ran between them at odd intervals, and the people walking across them looked tiny. What was visible to the dragon now that they were within the walls was that each tower had a separate wall that ran from its base to the towers on either side. The structures formed a dividing line between the outer area of the city and whatever was hidden toward the center. Nemesis noted that the gates sunk into the face of that series of walls looked to be made of something dark, hard, and radiating strength.
‘It’s like they don’t care what happens to the outer city. Is that why the gate out here is soft metal, yet the gate in there is something more?’ he asked Harper. The half-elf had still been conversing with Min and the others, so he was forced to repeat himself twice more before she realized he was speaking with her. She flushed as she looked at him and he sensed an aura of embarrassment around her. He was about to repeat his question yet again when she answered.
“Oh, I don’t know. I imagine the gates to the inner city are designed differently because that is where the actual Scaleguard live? Or it could be the inner city is older,” Harper offered. She bit her lower lip and turned her attention to the gate. He rested his head on her shoulder for a moment to flick his tongue against her cheek. After a moment, he realized something. I am jealous that she was having a better conversation with them than me…
Nemesis narrowed his crimson eyes as he contemplated his own feelings. Talia and Artax couldn’t talk at all, though they were clearly intelligent. Cambus… he wasn’t sure that ball of scales had a brain. Min, Kaia… even Jaden, he begrudgingly admitted, were all intelligent, but he couldn’t speak to any of them. Despite his attempts to project his mind at them, they never heard what he was trying to say. Perhaps I am frustrated that Harper is the only one who can hear me, and if she’s busy talking to others… I feel left out? Even after the introspective contemplation, he wasn’t sure how to define his true feelings.
His thoughts were disrupted by a loud, metallic clang that echoed through the square. Huge gears turned, and the shining crossbar on the central gate began to withdraw across the polished surface, vanishing into the stone wall that held the portal steady. The gates creaked as they began to open; Nemesis stared in surprise at the being who casually stood in the center of the doorway. She was… tiny. Harper was the smallest member of their group, yet this silver-haired waif might only have reached Harper’s breastbone. She wore a light-blue dress with dark-gray ribbons, though Nemesis couldn’t take his eyes off the sparkling gemstones that studded her shoulders, gloves, belt, and the ribbon holding her hair in a tail. The rubies glowed a deep crimson in the sunlight—the dragon was entranced.  The girl brought her gloves together with a sharp clap that seemed to echo through the entire city.
“Rider hopefuls! Now is your time to enter the inner city and be tested. Time to quit dawdling and get to it! Your hatchlings will be measured, and if your bond is true, you’ll have a chance to test for the Scaleguard. Come on, let’s go!” she exclaimed. The sheer volume of her voice belied how cheerful she sounded. Nemesis found himself curling his head away and into Harper’s back as he tried to protect himself from the sound. 
Harper didn’t hesitate before spurring the horse forward, and rode toward the gate. Kaia, Min, and Jaden were right there alongside them. Nemesis glowered when he realized he was the only dragon to have flinched back from the noise. Why doesn’t it bother them? It’s so loud… He hissed at the sense of weakness within himself. 
A man came to stand near the small woman. Human, or at least Nemesis thought so. The man was tall and had wide shoulders that tapered to a slender waist. His arms were bare and corded with muscle, and his skin was a dark brown where scars hadn’t turned it pale. He had white hair, but a smooth face. Nemesis had never seen a human with purple eyes before. The uniform vest he wore descended to his knees, though a belt kept it tight around his hips. His pants were a matching leather, both dark blue. His boots came up to his knees before they folded back down. A pair of curving swords were strapped to the man’s back by a crisscrossing baldric over his chest. Where the tiny girl seemed almost to float, this man did nothing but loom. Yet Nemesis noticed her looking up at him like she adored him. He put his hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze.
“Sorry, Persephone tends to get a little excited to meet the hatchlings. But she is right, it is time to come and be evaluated. I’m Instructor Glaive, and I’ll be leading this year’s Flight. Welcome to Fort Talon.”
There was something about the pair that bothered Nemesis. He narrowed his crimson gaze at them and hissed while he tried to determine what it was. There was… something… moving between them. It wasn’t until he saw Kaia and Talia move in the corner of his eye that he realized what it was. They’re bonded just like we are! But wait, they’re humans… aren’t they? Nemesis’ confusion mounted as he studied them. Now that he was aware not everything was as it seemed, he noted small details that didn’t make sense about the pair. Persephone had ears that formed three points, and unlike an elf they spread like a fin back along her head. He also spotted tiny silver scales spread at random along her neck.
Is she a dragon? We can take alternate forms? How does that work? He felt his mind going a mile a minute as he tried to spot other differences. Unfortunately, Nemesis’ curiosity went unsated as she was hidden by horses riding through the gates. That was when he realized his group weren’t the only people with dragons headed for the entrance. Everywhere he looked he saw dragons of various sizes and colors. The people accompanying those dragons were just as varied. He saw several dwarves, some elves, humans… and others he had no name for. 
Everyone was quick to follow Instructor Glaive’s guidance as they were led to stables, where their animals were quickly gathered by servants from a nearby stable. Nemesis leaped from the back of the horse and landed upon the paving stones, though he had to scramble to avoid the stomping of a startled horse. He let out a warning hiss, and suddenly Glaive was there pulling the horse away.
“Oh, you poor thing!” Persephone’s high-pitched squeal was the only warning he had before he was plucked from the ground and spun rapidly around by the silver-haired girl. She was so short his tail dragged on the stones. She bounced on her tiptoes as she examined him. He realized that her eyes were a crystal blue so clear he could see himself in perfect reflection. “Oooh, you’re a rare breed! I can’t wait to see what the induction reveals.”
“Persephone, put the hatchling down. You’re startling it,” Glaive answered in a rumbling tone. The waif stuck her tongue out at him and set Nemesis back down on the ground. Nemesis wobbled, head still spinning. Harper leaned down and gathered him up and clutched him to her torso. His head flopped onto her shoulder and he let out a whining squawk. He was certain his partner was holding back a giggle, though thankfully she managed. 
The pair of Scaleguard instructors had already vanished. He heard Glaive’s rumble to his left, and Persephone’s delightful yelling came from his right. The dragon merely closed his red eyes in an effort to stop the world from moving. He blocked out the chaos of all the new arrivals being sorted into groups. Harper moved a few times, starts and stops that did nothing to soothe the ache that had formed in his head. 
Soon, he felt her sit down and he let himself be curled on her lap. He took a few moments to breathe slowly, and then opened his eyes to see where they had ended up. They were in a stone plaza that had been filled with wooden benches. The benches were good for two regular-sized people and had spaces between for some of the larger hatchlings. It appeared that there were six benches per row, and ten rows… all of which were full. There were even people standing around the outside edge. Movement at the head of the plaza revealed a small wooden dais set up for Persephone and Glaive to stand atop. They had a table in front of them and on it were stacks of something too small for him to make out. There were five armored figures behind the pair, all covered in heavy metal plates. The metal had been carved to resemble scales, and the helmets were engraved to look like dragon-muzzles. How do they stand so still? he wondered. 
Glaive raised his hands and took a moment waiting for people to quiet down. “Alright, we’re going to begin evaluations now.”




Chapter ten

People continued whispering as Glaive spoke. But then the odd-looking human held up his hand and people quieted. “Please be quiet. Many of you doubtless know this, but as dragons are not born with inherited knowledge, the information will be new to them,” he began. “As spirit beasts, dragons are capable of forming cores and growing in power, much like a sapient who cultivates. Unlike us, however, dragons cannot use a cultivation method of breathing and cycling alone. They must eat the flesh of other spirit beasts—and more importantly, the cores of said beasts. Like all spirit beasts, they evolve and grow depending on what types of cores they eat, and eating the wrong types can limit their growth.” 
Persephone stepped forward and hopped onto the table with a cheerful smile. It was the only way the beings in the back could see her, given her height. “Part of the evaluation process is to determine how powerful your dragon is before we accept them into the Scaleguard, but the biggest role the evaluation plays is letting us know what types of mana are best for your dragon’s growth. Feeding a fire dragon a lot of water cores would cripple its growth and leave it unable to develop a powerful core of its own.” 
Persephone produced a crystal sphere from a pouch at her belt and Nemesis lifted his head in an unconscious lean, immediately desperate for a taste of the strange object. In his eyes the orb glowed a faint crimson and gave off waves of heat. He flicked his tongue in the air as though trying to sample it… and he wasn’t alone. Almost all the hatchlings had shifted like they intended to draw closer to the sphere. Persephone’s hair fluttered as though the wind had swirled around her, and suddenly an intense pressure pulsed over the plaza. Nemesis flinched back at the pervasive, overwhelming sense of danger that radiated off of the small woman. In that moment, he knew Persephone was a true dragon and could kill him without effort. It was a message the other dragons received as well—not a single one failed to back away from the girl. 
Ignoring the byplay, Glaive resumed speaking: “In the same manner we measure our own power, dragons are on a scale from F, or weak, to S, which is immensely powerful. While the rankings are similar, it is important to remember that a C-rank dragon is far more powerful than a C-rank cultivator. A safe rule of thumb is to consider each dragon rank as one grade higher than the sapient equivalent. We use the same scale of zero through nine within those ranks, so an F0 dragon is the weakest score, but still capable of killing a D-rank cultivator. Is that understood?”
He glared at them until the various races nodded and showed that they followed his speech. Of course we’re more powerful than a human or elf, we’re dragons. Do all of us truly have to have that explained to them? Simply looking at us should reveal our magnificence, Nemesis thought smugly. He tasted the emotions in the plaza and found that many of the creatures around him seemed quite intimidated. Granted, Persephone is rather… formidable, but a dragon gets nowhere living in fear.
His thoughts were interrupted as Glaive pulled out a scroll and began unrolling it. The man recited names, and one at a time, the partner pairs began to approach the table. Persephone monitored each dragon as they touched a crystal; some were offered some kind of badge that stuck to their scales, and others left looking disappointed. Nemesis tried to pay attention, but simply watching the other hatchlings go to a table was incredibly boring. He zoned out until suddenly Harper was tapping him on the head.
“Nemmy, come on, it’s our turn!” she hissed at him. He enjoyed when she used that tone—she sounded like a proper, intelligent creature. He stretched and rose to his feet to squirm through the benches until he reached the aisle. The sudden awareness that everyone in the plaza was staring at him caused his head to ache and he fought to resist letting his head droop toward the ground. He snapped his wings open in defiance of the eyes on him and flapped hard to lift himself onto the table. The move seemed to amuse the silver-haired girl, who crouched to be eye level with him.
"It's the rare cutie! Let’s see what you’re made of, shall we?” Persephone whispered. She held out the octagonal, green crystal and Nemesis stared at the thing. He lowered his head until his muzzle pressed against it, and a frosty numbness spread through his being. He let out a startled hiss and backed away, which Persephone seemed to find amusing. She patted him on his scaly head and held the crystal out to Glaive. 
He took his time examining the crystal and Nemesis was left resisting the urge to fidget. With everyone watching him, he was acutely conscious of his dignity and couldn’t stand the thought that people would criticize his behavior. It took a handful of minutes, but the human finally looked up at Persephone and nodded to her. She let out an approving squeal and pressed a crystal badge to Nemesis’ chest. The crystal grew hot and then sizzled as it sank into his black scales and merged with his torso. Harper yelped and he twisted to find a circle full of squiggly lines forming on the back of her left hand. 
"If you concentrate, you’ll be able to see how the evaluation crystal rated you,” Glaive said. He was still studying the green gem, and Persephone’s eyes crossed as she looked at something only she could see. Nemesis assumed that was what the human had been telling him. He closed his own crimson eyes, not wanting to look silly. He shuddered at the idea of everyone in the plaza staring at him as he sat on the table with a goofy look on his snout.
Nemesis: current rank, F4. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental D9
Lethality D6
Defensive F9
Physicality F9
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
Nemesis didn’t know what to make of the score showing in his mind. But when he opened his eyes, there was a shining light hovering over Harper’s hand and she seemed to be reading something. ‘I don’t understand my scores,’ he sent to her. She glanced over at him and leaned down to whisper into his ear.
“I don’t either, but they accepted us, so I’m sure they’ll explain it later.”
Persephone flashed the pair of them a big smile. “Indeed we will! Take your seats, and once everyone has been separated, we’ll begin an explanation of the scores and the classifications. Now, please go sit!” The girl’s volume caused Nemesis to flinch once more, though she scratched the top of his head before she shooed them away from the table so she could do the next test. Nemesis felt a bit dazed as he made his way back to the bench, but he didn’t fail to notice that Artax, Talia, and Cambus had all been granted the same crystal badge he'd been given. I guess that means they’re in the Scaleguard too, he thought. Nemesis saw that Cambus was actually alert at the moment. The green-scaled dragon glared at him, yet Nemesis could not understand why the fat dragon continued to have issue with him. 
The testing, sadly, remained as mind numbing after his evaluation as it had been before. It took over an hour of further waiting before every dragon had been examined. Once that was done, the groups were divided up and those who hadn’t been accepted were congratulated on having healthy hatchlings, then asked to leave. Nemesis wasn’t sure what it took for disqualification, but he was glad he had made it in. The people told to go didn’t look happy. He noted three separate occasions where Persephone had to reveal the monstrous aura she wielded before the partner pairs stopped arguing with Glaive and left. One lone, foolish hatchling tried to unleash a breath attack at the instructor, but he blocked it with some ability Nemesis didn’t understand. Persephone’s backhand left the mud-colored upstart splattered across the plaza wall… and then she reduced his owner to a smear of crimson with a flick of her finger. 
After that no one seemed inclined to argue anymore. 
Their explanations were further delayed for about an hour as guards came to clear up the remains of the hatchling. Nemesis hadn’t been the only hatchling staring at the broken carcass hungrily. Once the area was cleaned, Persephone clapped to draw all of their attention back, then she motioned to new tables that had been set up during the groups shifting. These tables had several stacks of meat, vegetable, cheeses… as well as numerous things that Nemesis couldn’t identify. But his attention was caught on a huge iron stand several guards dragged out and set up. A horizontal bar had been driven through the body of some large animal and it was set on the stand and left sizzling for the hatchlings to stare at. Humans in odd white jackets were carving chunks off and giving them to any who came close. Nemesis couldn’t fight the gurgle in his stomach at the enticing aroma, and he found himself practically dancing on the ground in front of the cooked beast.
The people in white coats fed him sliver after sliver and he felt immensely happy. Harper radiated similar emotions as she ate from a plate of fruits and cheeses. He had no idea why that would please her, but he had to admit the cheese at least smelled interesting. With the meal over, Persephone whistled for attention and everyone went still. Nemesis noticed her glove was still pristine, without a drop of blood on it despite the casual death she had delivered. It was a sobering display of power, though a subtle one.
“Alright, listen up,” Glaive said once his dragon had quieted the group. “Each rank has 10 levels, so between F and S-rank there are 60 levels total. Your beings are broken down into five areas. Mental, Lethality, Defensive, Physicality, and Magical. The average score of these categories determines your overall rank. This is not a comprehensive list of who you are and how powerful you are, it is just a raw estimate produced by magic. Different breeds of dragons excel in different areas. Some are physical powerhouses while others are moving fortresses with impenetrable scales. The minimum score to enter the Scaleguard is F5; those rejected lacked the strength to survive training.”
Nemesis blinked in surprise at that statement. We might not survive training? The idea he might die simply in training to be stronger had never occurred to him. He hissed in displeasure. A glance revealed he wasn’t the only one taken aback. 
Glaive interrupted his musings and continued: “Mental is a catch-all for various abilities that might manifest, dictated by a dragon’s brain—it is not a sign of how smart your dragon will be. Lethality refers to your dragon’s breath attacks and other innate methods of dealing death, not their physical ability to kill. Defensive refers entirely to the power of your dragon’s scales and any powers that might protect them from harm. Physicality covers size, strength, and agility. The last score is Magical, which refers to any secondary abilities that might develop as your dragons grow. Some dragons are more natural spellcasters than others.”
Persephone stepped up and nearly bounced in excitement. “Which brings us to the classifications of dragons! There are four general types of dragon breed. Magus are dragons who fall under the magic category. War are dragons who are predominantly lethal or defensive. Mounts are dragons with impressive physical attributes, and Companions are dragons with the mental capacity to function in the guise of other sapient beings. Subclassifications are the dragon’s secondary characteristics. Now, these are spectrums, so no one is going to fit in perfectly… in fact some fall into what we call variants. There is one dragon here who registered as a Vizier, which at first glance seems outside our system. But a Vizier is a dragon with high mental abilities and no magical prowess, related to the Magus classification. We call that a variant. Any questions?”
Nemesis curled to the ground at the explosion of noise as dozens of humans, elves, and dwarves attempted to ask their questions all at the same time. The noise was deafening and he had to fight the instinctive drive to hide his head beneath a wing. His confusion mounted when he examined his scores again and tried to understand why he wasn’t categorized as a War dragon, as Lethality was his most powerful measured ability. A shadow fell over him, and when he looked up he found Persephone crouching next to him.
“I bet you’re pretty confused. That’s only natural as variants tend to mess up most of the normal ways of measuring things. In your case, you don’t have a magic score at all, so that would be a really troubling thing if it weren’t for some of the information that we can see but you can’t.”
Nemesis hissed in outrage at the idea they were hiding things from him. His wings mantled to either side of his body and he popped to his feet. In response, however, she booped the tip of his nose the same way Harper did when she was teasing him. The move disoriented him, as it so often did, and allowed Persephone to continue her explanation.
“Don’t get all feisty with me, I’m getting to it. Your Mental score is doing double duty, because our evaluation shows that your abilities come from a range of gifts we call psionics, which is why you can already talk to your partner. I’m betting you have some other senses in that head of yours that you probably think are normal, but no one else would. We’ll find out more in training, so be patient.”
He stared at her as he turned those statements over in his head. I had wondered why Harper could hear me when that book claimed I would need to be much older. This… inability to perform magic thing doesn’t sound good. I’m not sure how happy Harper will be to hear that, though I don’t think she’ll be too upset. His head swiveled as he looked for her, then picked her out of the crowd without an issue and saw she was speaking with Min and Kaia. She was blazing with a contentment that warmed his heart. He turned his head back to look at Persephone, only to find the other dragon had vanished while he was distracted. Nemesis craned his neck as he tried to spot her, yet the small figure had completely vanished in the crowd. 
His nostrils flared and his stomach rumbled. After a few seconds the dragon decided the only logical thing he could do was stock up on food to ensure he had the strength to learn all these new concepts. He twisted around to face the hanging carcass once more and found a truly magical sight.
They were bringing out another roasted bull.




Chapter eleven

Nemesis wasn’t sure why they were given two days to get used to their new living conditions, but he certainly appreciated the regular meals. Something about the food was far more filling than the simple fare he had caught for himself in the forest. Harper said it was because he was being fed the meat of other spirit beasts, but to Nemesis the only thing that mattered was his gnawing hunger felt sated for hours at a time.  
Harper talked a lot while they were given a tour of the various towers, but Nemesis didn’t pay as much attention as he probably should have. The meat he’d eaten had left him very sleepy, and while he found the huge stone structures interesting… as soon as their guide told them they wouldn’t be staying, he lost interest. He remembered her saying something about Talia being a Magus dragon with a subclassification of Companion. Artax had been listed as a Mount and subclassified in the War group. Nemesis had resisted giggling when it was confirmed that Artax’ mental score was… unimpressive. Cambus was built the opposite of Artax; his classification was War then Mount, and his defensive score rivaled Nemesis’ Lethality, though Nemesis discouraged Harper from revealing his own score. It annoyed him to think the fat, useless green had scored a D9 as his ranking. 
While the humans nattered on with Harper about their dragons, Nemesis practiced flying in the wide corridors. They were given rooms and told they’d all be moving to a place called the training facility the next day, but Nemesis had to admit the room was nice. The large stone chamber had woven carpets on the floor and a soft bed Harper claimed was magical. If he was being honest, he didn’t notice anything different about it. The best feature of the room, in his opinion, was a bubbling pool of hot water set into the floor. He slithered in and sank to the bottom to revel in the heat. Harper dragged him out in hysterics after he fell asleep—he hadn’t realized she couldn’t breathe underwater, though to be fair, he hadn’t known he could. 
The pair shared a laugh once she’d calmed down and decided to enjoy the bath herself. It was the first time Nemesis had seen her without all the wrapping she wore and he found her shape… odd. She was slim to the point he could see her ribs, and her pale body was utterly hairless below her neck. She claimed it was because she was part elf and threw a cloth over his head when he tried asking about it. He hadn’t known she could change color, yet she managed to go a bright pink. He would have felt bad about ignoring the lecture she gave him about privacy, but was interrupted when someone came to their door and delivered a bowl of meat which had a single glowing sphere among the chunks. 
There was another tray of food for Harper, but he had eyes only for the core. He licked it several times and somehow sensed that it was… good for him. There was an energy radiating off it that reminded him of the way he felt full eating the meat in the plaza—except much stronger. Harper read the note that came with the meat and informed him it was the core of some kind of acidic turtle and that he was supposed to swallow it, and then focus on holding as much of the energy inside as he could. That was all the encouragement he needed to gobble the stone up. He had eaten most of the meat while waiting for her to get out of the pool and read him the note. 
Once he swallowed the gemstone it was like the actual sun had risen in the center of his body. The energy began pulsing outward from his stomach and he felt stretched. He did his best to picture his scales squeezing the energy back inward. Harper urged him to close his eyes and concentrate on keeping the energy inside. Nemesis curled himself up in an instinctive move to do just that, and that was all he remembered until morning came. He hadn’t realized he’d fallen asleep, but Harper claimed he’d been snoring. 
They gave him another bowl of meat in the morning, then led them out to a group of large wagons. Nemesis watched as the other pairs were loaded onto the wagon beds and grumbled when he had to do the same. Harper insisted he curl up on her lap, and he conceded when he realized she was nervous. The trip out of the city was boring, and Nemesis continued to ignore the students talking about their dragon partners. He knew he was the best dragon in the training group and that was all that mattered. He let himself nap while Harper stroked the length of his neck, and over an hour passed before they reached a series of low, square buildings carved from the cliffside. The cliff itself was riddled with holes that smelled strongly of dragons; Nemesis could hear the slither of scales on rock from inside several of them.
When a glowing figure passed over them, the young dragon looked up to see a silver ribbon swirling above them. Somehow, he knew it was Persephone. The mighty dragon didn’t have wings, yet she flew like she was floating over the air. Her scales gleamed like metal plates and she had brilliant ivory horns arcing back over her head. Silver hair formed a mane around her neck and traveled down the ridge of her back to culminate at the tip of her neck. She had to be as long as four wagons end to end, and his jaw dropped open when he spotted a man straddling her back just behind her front legs. As she curled in the air above them, Instructor Glaive leaned to the side and let himself tumble off her body. Students screamed in surprise, yet he impacted the ground with a simple flex of his knees that seemed to absorb the entire force of the impact. Nemesis noticed the stones beneath his boots had shattered into a pair of small craters.
“Students, welcome to the training grounds. You’ll be divided up by the classifications of your dragons. Classes are focused on teaching you how to tend your dragons and ensure they grow properly, as well as weapon skills, and how to identify the beasts that threaten the safety of the kingdom. Your dragons will be receiving their own education from both Persephone and other dragons of the appropriate type. For the first several years of training, their main focus is going to be eating, sleeping, and growing. The simple truth is that it can take up to a decade before a dragon is large enough to ride. Those of the Companion group will also gain training on how to assume a humanoid form, while the Magus will begin their education in magic. Don’t think you’ll be bored for a second, however—it takes a lot of work to make sure a young dragon grows healthy, and you’ll be there with them the entire time.”
His cool delivery caused several students to begin murmuring, and Harper shifted and scratched Nemesis along the scales around his horns. His attention went up to Persephone in curiosity. How long is it going to be before I radiate such power? Harper wants to help people… how many people could we help if I had might like that? He was drawn out of his thoughts by Instructor Glaive resuming his speech in response to a student’s question.
“One thing we keep relatively quiet outside the Scaleguard is that once you’ve fully bonded with your dragon you’ll find yourself aging far slower. In fact, some who belong to longer-lived races seem to stop aging entirely. The Immortal gained his name when it became obvious he would never grow old and die the way his enemies wished. Kolos is in the prime of his life, and the pair rule the Vibrant Empire without challenge. For those curious, Kolos is classified as a War dragon with a Magus subclassification. He is the single most powerful dragon we’ve ever recorded, though no one knows his exact ranking.”
It wasn’t the first time Nemesis had heard someone mention Kolos, though he hadn’t paid much attention at the time since the other person was Jaden. I’ll have to ask Harper about it later. He was warmed by the idea that Harper wouldn’t age—it meant he wouldn’t be without her. The idea of losing Harper left him with a sick, haunted feeling that reminded him of being trapped in the cage. His eyes were drawn up as Persephone began to spiral around the wagons. A white glow formed around her body, and he had to squint to keep his crimson eyes on her. Her form seemed to liquify and drip like light to the ground next to Glaive. That light formed into the silver-haired girl, who flashed them all a smile. 
“Alright, you dragons follow me,” Persephone began in her usual cheerful tone. “Glaive will get your partners settled in their rooms while I show you which caves are assigned to you. Be aware that you are not allowed in your partner’s rooms, and you’re to stay out of each other’s caves. If anyone is found trespassing, you’ll be sorry.” Her bright smile utterly defied the sudden menacing pressure that radiated off of her. The sheer power of the aura almost squashed Nemesis into Harper’s lap. Persephone waggled her fingers in a gesture, urging them all to follow her as she spun and started skipping toward the cliff.
‘But why can’t I visit your rooms? I’ll miss you!’ he protested to Harper. She stroked her hand down his neck and leaned over him.
“It’ll be okay, but I’ll explain later. You’d know if you’d been paying attention, you greedy thing,” she whispered. He appreciated her teasing, though he could sense that she was nervous as well. They hadn’t been separated since she’d begun taking care of him back in the cages. He noticed he wasn’t the only dragon hesitating to leave his partner, yet when Persephone let out a pointed cough and ran her gaze over the dawdling hatchlings—none of them had the courage to hang back. Nemesis spread his wings and climbed the wall of the wagon to use as a springboard. After he took off, he flapped hard to gain some air, then glided to land near the silver-haired dragon. 
Her enthusiasm was infectious, and he felt a tremor of excitement himself as she led them further from the wagons. He thought he heard yelling as he was led away, but Persephone’s following announcement caught his attention fully. 
“Now, one thing we didn’t mention is that if you want to live in your safe, snug cave… you have to kill what’s already in there. But don’t worry, we specifically picked creatures that will help your development when you eat their cores. If you live.”
I could die? I have to kill whatever they put in my cave? Why? Why can’t I just get another big bowl of meat? Nemesis struggled to rein in his errant thoughts, but after a moment he realized he wasn’t actually scared. His heart was thumping hard and he felt his blood heat up, yet he now knew it was excitement. His claws scraped the stones beneath him and he flexed his wings to ensure he could move quickly. He didn’t know about the other hatchlings, but he had hunted almost every day of the trip to get to Fort Talon. His tongue ran over his fangs and he practically bounced as he walked along behind Persephone. 
She motioned to a dragon, sent them into the cave… then left to lead the rest of them away. Nemesis could hear snarls, roars, and hisses as a fight broke out. He itched to know what was going on in the cave, yet he had no choice but to follow along until it was finally his turn. They paused at a river that ran away from a waterfall cascading down the cliff face. Persephone pointed to a cave at the base of the waterfall, then flashed him a grin as she pointed to him. He smelled water mixing with the stone of the cave. Some musky odor was carried on the wind to his nostrils, yet sniffing revealed nothing over the pervasive smell of flowing water. 
Nemesis loosened his wings again and began stalking into the cave. As the dark settled over him, he somehow felt stronger, more dangerous. He paused in the entrance to examine the stones, looking for the best way to sneak toward his prey. He heard something moving in the cave, though it was dim thanks to the rumble of the waterfall. Spotting a ledge, Nemesis flexed his legs and jumped to reach the jutting stone. He began scrambling along the rocky ledge and followed it into the cave. The high ground should give me an advantage, though I don’t know what I’ll find. He saw water running along the opposite side of the cave and it began pooling. Nemesis clamped his jaw shut to avoid hissing. His acid was powerful… and absolutely useless if his enemy hid beneath the water. He was sure the pool would cause his breath to break up and render it impotent. Worse, the ridge he was moving along ended before he was halfway into the cavern. 
He had traveled several dozen feet into the side of the cliff, but he sensed the cave opening up ahead of him. The space he was moving toward was very, very large. It reeked of water, and he froze as he listened to get a hint of what was farther inside the darkness. He studied the rockface and descended a few feet to a less-secure ledge, then began slinking forward once more. The darkness didn’t block his vision at all, and when he came around a bend in the stone, he spotted the creature occupying his cave. 
The thing was huge! He glared in instinctive anger—it existed in a place he had been told was his. The beast’s flesh was… muddy? He squinted and confirmed that the surface of the flesh did look like wrinkly mud. Bits of dirt and water dripped from its belly as it emerged from the water. His nostrils carried the smell of meat and wet earth. There was also another odor to it, acrid and unpleasant. He turned his attention to the water and saw green streaks in the water, which seemed to be spreading from the creature’s tail. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it moved on four big legs and waddled slowly out of the cave lake. 
Nemesis looked for the thing’s head, yet all he found was a humped spine that terminated in a swollen lump covered in wrinkled, muddy flesh. Lacking a clear target for his breath, he couldn’t help the faint hiss that slipped between his fangs.
That small noise was all it took to alert the beast. The thing spun, and its head snapped forward from among the wrinkles to shoot toward Nemesis. Suddenly the black dragon was confronted by a rapidly expanding mouth that featured far too many teeth surging straight toward him!




Chapter twelve

The hatchling frantically leaped while flapping to hurl his body out of the way as the mud-monster’s head slammed into the stone he had been hiding on. He saw the beast’s neck had stretched several times the length of its body in sending its head lashing at him. The skin of its neck was red and throbbed with blood-engorged muscles. Mud splashed everywhere, and the cave shook when its skull impacted the wall. Stone shattered and hissed as the neck suddenly retracted, pulling its head back into the mass of wrinkles at the base of its spine. Nemesis saw that the rock was dissolving from where the mud covered the stone.  
A splash of mud hit his scales, and he hissed in pain as bits of his armor corroded at its touch. He flapped harder in an effort to get above the beast, realizing its mud could injure him badly. The thing was slow to turn, yet its wrinkled head unfolded as its jaws opened and the head shot forward a second time. The dragon tipped his wings and banked suddenly to avoid the attack. This time, he opened his jaws and the muscles in his throat convulsed as he sent a stream of emerald fluid spraying across the exposed neck. The enemy’s flesh burned as acid ate at it, yet Nemesis was shocked that the normal destruction his breath caused just… didn’t happen this time. That’s not fair! 
He had to pump his wings even harder to gain altitude as he tried to avoid the head. The mud-monster’s neck retracted back into its body and the wet surface once more concealed anything he might attack. The thing scrambled forward in an effort to get at him, and he saw the stone dissolving to a smooth surface beneath it as water and soil dripped off its body. Not all of the stone was dissolving, but that didn’t help him at all. Or maybe it does! He reached out with his claws and dug onto the surface of a hanging stalagmite, then scrambled around to put the stone spike between himself and the creature. 
His maneuver was just in time—the thing slung its tail in an arc that sent greenish mud flying in his direction. The wet splatters of acid hitting stone was drowned out by the hiss of dissolving minerals. He snaked his head around the stone to track the beast and saw that this stone at least was safe from the acid.
His peeking look saved his life, as the monster’s head roared out of the mud once more and shot toward him. He had time for a brief moment of disbelief before the wide-open jaws shattered his stone cover and sent him tumbling through the air. He tried to reorient in the air, but one wing struck another stalagmite and he felt the bone within snap. Fire raced down his wing as he fell from the air. He bounced off a stalactite on the way down, and the sharp tip tore a gash along his ribs that only added to his pain. The same tip ripped along his leathery wing and the limb folded as muscles cramped. He scrambled to get behind the stalactite while still trying to keep track of the mud-monster. 
The scent of blood was hot and coppery on the stone floor. His wing was dripping, as was his side. The smell drew the beast, and he had to dive to the side when its head lunged at him once more. The spiked teeth rotated along the inside of its open jaws and shattered stones as its head barreled through everything between them. He gaped at the sight of rocks vanishing down its gullet. How am I supposed to kill this creature? 
There was a faint smell that gave him hope—an acidic rot that he recognized from the dwarf he had killed. He reached deep down, and when the creature attacked again, he spat acid directly into its open mouth. The stream was weak, thinner than the first he had produced, yet it was potent enough to make the creature bellow in pain. The thing thrashed and its head vanished back into its muddy defense. Nemesis watched in shock as it hit the wall of the cave. The acid of its muddy body caused the wall to smoke visibly, and he backed away from it to avoid the splashing bits that might eat through his scales. 
His attack broke the creature’s fixation on attacking him, and he watched in awe as it thrashed and collapsed onto its side. The beast let out a low moan of pain, then rolled itself into the water of the underground lake, where its muddy form vanished with a few humping spasms. The water turned green and murky with the beast in the water and Nemesis sniffed at the acidic odor radiating from the water. 
He watched the water with paranoia, waiting for the beast to emerge once more. His tail lashed and he forced his wing to extend as far as it could go. With the bone broken and the leathery skin torn, he couldn’t get it to open fully. He let out a pained whimper and carefully folded it back against his side. He was still bleeding, and he felt his strength waning. Should I retreat? If I can’t get the bleeding to stop, I might die, even if I do kill the creature. I can’t attack it beneath the water, so what do I do? His breathing slowed as he focused on trying to spot the monster. The water churned, which told him something was still moving beneath its surface. Taking a gamble, he carefully made his way to the hissing stone and pressed his wounds against the acidic mud. The sludge burned against his wounds and he nearly shrieked in pain… but it also confirmed something he had noted before. The scales that had been splashed with mud before weren’t bleeding, and wherever the mud burned his wounds, they stopped bleeding as well. 
It hurt far more than he wanted to think about. He focused his attention on the water and saw the waves were calming down. He waited, belly down on the stone, watching to make sure the mud-monster couldn’t sneak up on him. Minutes passed while he stalked and refused to allow his agony to distract him. The water gradually calmed and the green taint started fading. He flared his nostrils to get as much information as he could, making sure to track how the acrid stench was starting to clear, though the smell of his own melted flesh remained distressingly present. Finally, he couldn’t bear to wait any longer and he crept to the edge of the water to look down beneath the surface. 
He saw the large shape of the monster lying across the bottom of the lake. The mud had washed off its flesh and he noticed a domed shell along its back. With the mud gone, he realized that the creature was some kind of huge turtle. Its neck was a mass of wrinkled flesh and he spotted black veins running along its skin where he’d spat on it. After several seconds of watching, he saw no signs of life and decided to risk entering the water. The cold liquid was a balm on his wounds, but swimming down took effort as his broken wing dragged. Water swirled around his jaws when he breathed it in and he felt rejuvenated by each inhalation. 
When he finally landed on the turtle, he felt its leathery skin crinkle under his claws. The body was already starting to cool, and that relieved his lingering fears that it had been faking its death. He bit down on the leather skin and struggled to tear a piece free, suddenly starving. It wasn’t until his jaws clamped down on one of the acid wounds that he was able to tear into the flesh and rip a piece free. Swallowing, he was shocked to feel a pulse of power radiate through his body. What came next was a blur of feasting as he clawed and bit his way into the corpse through the wounds he had created. 
At some point he clamped his jaws around a glowing crystal and swallowed it down with a gulp. The expanding pressure of energy from the core hit him like a thunderbolt, and his body reflexively curled into a scaly ball. Once more, he focused on keeping the energy inside his scales—and once more, he lost track of time. His awareness of anything beyond the water vanished. Gradually, the pain of his wounds began to dim and the overwhelming energy faded away. His wing bones still grated painfully when he tried to move, yet he felt the skin had mended somewhat. Nemesis was bloated from the meat he’d ingested, and it was a struggle to swim back to the surface of the water—A swim he was driven to make when a singular thought began echoing in his head. If they’re making me fight this beast to claim my cave… what is Harper having to do? Fear for his partner drove him to crawl out of the lake and begin limping toward the entrance of his cave. 
It took an embarrassingly long time for him to reach the waterfall that partially covered his cavern entrance, but he persisted. When he emerged, he found the small form of Persephone crouched just outside. She stared at him, and then gave him a dazzling smile.
“You did it! Glaive didn’t think you’d be able to kill a D-rank beast, but I had faith. You got kind of busted up though, didn’t you? That’s okay, I can fix you up!” She reached out and grasped his wing between her slim fingers, then she dragged the bones out straight with a jerk that caused him to squeal in pain. Bones realigned with a crunch, and then she was rubbing a white glow over his wound. He felt something sink under his scales and the pain lessened. “Now, don’t try flying on this. I bound the bones in magic to make sure they grow straight, but you’re not going to be able to fly for at least a weak.”
He hissed in disquiet at the news. ‘What happened to Harper? Is she safe? Did she have to fight something to get her rooms?’ he demanded, projecting to Persephone as hard as he could. What shocked him was that her eyes widened.
“Wow, I heard that… and no, Harper didn’t have to fight anything for her rooms. Riders are never going to be as powerful as we are. She might get pretty strong if she dedicates herself to her own cultivation, but you’ll always be the mightier part of your team. Unless she’s some kind of prodigy, she’ll never be a match for you by herself.”
Nemesis blinked his eyes and struggled to get his head around the fact he was actually conversing with someone that wasn’t Harper. An ache formed inside his skull and he wasn’t sure if it was because of how hard he’d tried to broadcast, or just in response to the wave of relief that Harper was safe. ‘I don’t care if she’s weak, she’s mine!’ he said. 
Persephone just grinned and nodded. “Damned right. Glaive is mine, and I wouldn’t change that for anything. Now, I respect your desire to see Harper, but it is late and she is sleeping. Or she should be. I suggest you go back to your cave, eat until you’re afraid you might be sick, then sleep and let those injuries heal.”
He squawked as she nudged him away. As pushes went it was a gentle one, but she was definitely urging him to go back into his cave. He carefully folded his wing back against his side, then started creeping back into the darkness. ‘Can we talk more later?’ he asked. He was relieved when she nodded. 
“Sure. Usually, it takes a few years before hatchlings can talk, so you’re going to be the only new dragon I can chat with for a while.” She leaned over him and whispered, “Between us, I think it might be more than a few years for some of the dragons in your training group.”
He tried to picture Cambus talking and let out a hiss of amusement. ‘You’re probably right,’ he agreed as he resumed moving into his cave. The journey back to the lake seemed to take far longer than reaching the waterfall. Every step was exhausting, and he blamed it on his wounds. Without the fear for Harper to egg him on, moving at all was a challenge. When he finally slid into the water, he let the soothing cold carry him down to the bottom without bothering to swim. 
He had been tempted to argue with Persephone when she’d told him to eat more, ready to insist that he was completely full. His stomach gurgled as he lay on the muddy floor, and he immediately realized that was a lie. He was ravenous again. He moved through the thin layer of muck until he found the huge body of the turtle, then he began to gorge once more. He wasn’t sure if it was his imagination or not, but he thought it had become a little easier to bite through the thing’s hard skin. He was still forced to focus around the wounds he’d caused, but he didn’t struggle when he tore the meat loose this time.
He ate until his sides bulged and he felt nauseous, then he curled up and went to sleep. It’s good to know Harper is safe. I’m glad they’re not doing anything crazy that might get her hurt, he thought, exhausted, as he fell into darkness. 




Chapter thirteen

When he woke, he ate again. Mid meal, a splashing noise reached his ears and he was struck by a territorial rage.  What is in my cave? His tail swept from side to side and propelled his body upward through the water. When he reached the surface, his head sent water splashing everywhere. His jaws open as he prepared to spray acid on the offending creature… only to find Harper staring at him with a shocked expression on her face. His jaws snapped shut and he paddled to the edge of the lake near where she had fallen onto her rump. 
‘What are you doing here? I thought we weren’t allowed to go into each other’s lairs?’ he asked. She was spitting water and brushing wet hair from her face as he reached the shore. He tried to guess at the reasons why he felt annoyance radiating off of her, yet nothing came to mind. His claws sank into the stone as he pulled himself up from the water and flapped his wings a few times to free them of clinging moisture. Strange, that made her even more annoyed.
She let out a sigh and shook her head as she stared at him. “We’re supposed to check on our partners regularly and apply any healing creams and salves you might need to recover. Persephone let me know that you’d been injured in the fight to claim your cave.” She held up a clay pot and waggled it to make sure he focused on it.
He snaked his head forward and sniffed at the pot. It smelled like crushed plants and… well, he didn’t know what. He let out a faint hiss, not sure he wanted to smell like that. Harper poked the tip of his nose with a finger and his crimson eyes crossed trying to follow the movement. ‘I wish you’d all stop doing that, it makes me feel strange to have my muzzle prodded.’ 
“Booped. You have a snoot, and your snoot is being booped. You’re going to have to accept it. Now, let’s get this cream on,” she said. He let out a huff at how cheerful she sounded—though luckily her annoyance was gone—and dropped onto his belly in front of her. Despite his protest, he had to admit it almost felt… nice to be booped. What did not feel nice, was the salve touching his acid wounds. The stuff caused his nerves to burn and he let out a sharp squawk at the sensation. “Don’t be a baby, it only stings a little.”
‘A little? I’m on fire! Ow! Whyyyyyyyy?’ he wailed as she rubbed it firmly into his wounds. Persephone’s conversation about Harper being weak kept him from thrashing, since he was worried he might hurt her—but he wanted to squirm so badly! His claws sank into the stone and he found himself gnawing at a small stalagmite. The stone was far too hard for him to chew and his teeth soon ached. He forced himself to stop before he hurt his mouth… he didn’t want to risk an injury that might inspire her to apply the cream inside his mouth. That nightmarish thought was enough to have him hiding his head beneath a wing. 
“This is going to take a while. You managed to get pretty messed up, didn’t you?” 
‘I didn’t do it on purpose. The beast was huge!’ he protested.
Harper let out a giggle and ran her hand along the thicker scales on top of his neck. “It wasn’t a criticism. I’m just worried about you. I’m not sure I’d have let you go if I had known you had to fight a monster…”
‘It wasn’t that bad, I killed it in just a few attacks. What have you been doing?’ Nemesis had lost all track of time with how fast he fell asleep after gorging. He still had a lot of turtle to eat, and he didn’t want to lose track of what was going on in Harper’s life. He peeked at her and she offered him a smile.
“Well, the first day we were given bags of rocks and made to jog for nearly three hours… that was pretty hard. Jaden collapsed in the first thirty minutes. Min managed a bit longer, and Kaia got almost halfway, but none of them are really used to extended exercise. I was so happy we were allowed to sleep after that, though they woke us an hour later and dragged us out into the yard to do a bunch of exercises I’d never seen before.”
Nemesis stared in mute surprise at the idea that all they’d done was run. He forgot his questions as she began using the cream to stick the torn flesh of his wing back together. He nearly dashed off when she pulled out a sewing needle and thread. They had a brief wrestling match as she wrapped her legs around him to keep him from getting away. Nemesis was sure he could have escaped if he’d been willing to use his claws… since wasn’t…. ‘Ow! OW!’ He discovered stitches hurt as bad as he thought they would.
“I know, this is no fun, but it’ll be done soon. Anyway, after the exercise yard we were fed in a cafeteria and taken to various classrooms. Everyone had to attend the first one together, so the room was pretty big. That class is about the bodies of dragons and how to keep them healthy as they grow… like tending torn wings.”
I don’t know why she sounds mad when I’m the one being tortured! He bit the rocks in front of him and his tail slapped the ground repeatedly as he tried to ignore the bite of the needle and thread. His talons curled up against the bottom of his paws and he had to keep from clenching too hard… he was afraid she’d put the cream on his paws if he did. I just have to make sure I never get hurt again, that might work!
“Where was I? Oh, yes, tending wounds. Turns out Persephone is one of our instructors. She’s scary smart, though you can definitely tell she isn’t human after a few seconds of conversation. She lectured us on the importance of using healing salves on dragons with low defensive scores, because damaged flesh can result in poor scale growth. She also spent about half an hour talking about how scar tissue built up on wings can result in an inability to fly, which makes it extremely important to stitch the wings in a clean manner.”
Nemesis went still at the news that he might not be able to fly if she didn’t get his wings fixed properly. Suddenly he had no desire to move at all. A wave of affection washed over him and she rubbed his head for a moment before she went back to sewing.  As he relaxed, he found that, while uncomfortable, the mending didn’t hurt as much as he thought it should. He was tempted to look, then quickly changed his mind. Instead, he focused on asking her more about her training. ‘Did you do anything else?’
“That was the first day. Today, day two, saw us exercising again, then another jog… apparently that’s part of every day from now on. We were also informed that the length of time we’d be allowed to sleep after each jog was going to shrink as our training increased. Instructor Glaive had some pretty harsh things to say about riders who can’t withstand the physical demands of being a rider. I almost think he’s hoping people will quit so we have a smaller class.”
Given what I saw of some of those beings, I am not sure I blame him. Jaden and Cambus are useless, even if the stupid green has a powerful defensive score, Nemesis thought. He grumbled internally for a few moments before rubbing his head against her hip to signal he was still listening. 
“Apparently every other day is weapons training. We’re all expected to learn one ranged and one melee weapon, though we’re being tested on our reflexes to see what might suit us most. Min spent half that class apologizing for assuming I would pick a bow just because I’m half-elf.”
That amused her, though he had no idea why. ‘What did you pick?’ 
“Javelins. I used to throw the broomsticks when I got bored cleaning cages, so tossing a weighted spear just comes naturally. I thought about using a long spear for up close, but I don’t like how it feels. Right now, I’m leaning toward an elven rapier; the blade is longer and wider than the human version, but just as light. It gives me a bit of a reach advantage, and it works for slashing and thrusting.” 
Nemesis nodded his head in understanding. He didn’t actually know what she was referring to, but she sounded like she had a good handle on it. ‘Are you good with them? You can protect yourself, right?’ 
She let out a laugh and tied off the last stitch before she rubbed his head, then dug her nails in behind his horns. “Relax, it isn’t like we’re fighting to the death. Glaive has us attacking dummies while he instructs us on how to wield the weapons. Apparently, he’s an arms master and has perfected most of them. I get the feeling that he and Persephone are a lot older than they appear.” She paused in her scratching and he could feel her mind working. She gave off an odd emotional heat that he couldn’t place. He let out a faint hiss, not sure whether he liked that emotion. “Anyway, yeah, so every other day I’ll be focusing entirely on weapons and physical training. After lunch we were made to run through this obstacle course. Persephone informed us that there is a similar course for you guys, but you don’t start running it until you’ve been here at least a year. It’s weird that their training program is spread over a decade, but it makes sense. Dragons take a long time to start maturing.”
‘I’m not immature!’ he protested. She scratched his horns and the sensation of amusement he got made him huff. 
“Considering you were an egg not long ago, you’re very mature… but that doesn’t mean you’re ready to compete with a grown dragon like Persephone, does it?”
The question saw him clamping his jaw shut. Nemesis was convinced of his own natural superiority, yet in truth he knew he was a speck compared to the massive silver dragon. His pride wasn’t so delusional that he’d try and claim he could challenge Persephone in any way. ‘I… suppose not.’ The admission made him grumpy and he rested his jaw on Harper’s knee as he tried not to sulk. 
“Don’t feel bad. Your scores are good, and in time you’re going to be one of the fiercest dragons ever, I know it… and as part of that, I brought you this.” She reached into a bag at her side and drew out something that gave off a sharp aura and had his nostrils flaring. It was a green core and it pulsed in her hand. Nemesis couldn’t help but drool at the sight of the crystal—its energies felt right for him. Better than the turtle’s, better than the core he had been given in the tower.
‘What is that?’ he asked. It took all of his self-control not to snap his head forward and swallow the gem. The sheer avarice he felt for it made him ache… and that made him suspicious. He forced himself to look at her face. 
“This is the core of a spirit beast called the emerald asp. Apparently, it is extremely venomous and has a powerful poison affinity. Persephone came to me after class and talked to me about your acid. The corrosion is so powerful it’s hard to spot, but your breath is poisonous too. She said we have to be careful to measure how much poison mana you absorb or else you might become impossible to ride, but this will enhance the second side of your spit. According to her you already killed something acidic?”
Nemesis nodded several times. “Yes, there was a turtle in here that guarded itself with a sticky mud, but the mud was acidic. That’s how my scales got burned. The stupid thing kept smashing its face into the rocks, and every time the mud splattered and got on me it ate through my scales. Eating the corpse is satisfying, but I don’t care for the muddy energy.’ 
She reached up and brushed a lock of hair behind her ear before she held the core out to him. Nemesis took a moment to appreciate how much he enjoyed the sight of her face. She often let her hair hide her features, yet she had sharp cheeks and a slim nose he quite liked. His musing on her features didn’t last long; the moment her fingers were spread enough that he wouldn’t accidently bite her, he snaked his head forward and closed his jaws around the core. The stone felt thick in his mouth, but he forced himself to swallow. His neck bulged out and he felt a throb of energy start almost immediately. He refused to let it send him off to sleep yet—he had missed Harper and wanted to hear more of her day. She seemed to feel the same, as she resumed scratching his horns.
“I didn’t think Kaia and Min would keep hanging around with me once we reached the training grounds, to be honest. Jaden is wasting no time in making friends with other nobles and I assumed they would do the same. I underestimated them though; they seem determined to stay friends… and that’s nice. Before you I’d never had any friends.” The loneliness that thrummed against his senses had him rubbing his head against her cheek. He was forced to endure one of her squeezing embraces, yet he didn’t mind. Anything to make that dark spot inside her shrink.
“Kaia chose the longsword and shield for her weapons. Min took the spear, which makes sense since Artax is a Mount type. Both of them are pretty worried about their dragons, so it’s nice having someone to talk to about that. A lot of the students seem to look at their dragons as fancy animals, steeds to carry them to glory. Min and Kaia aren’t like that at all. I think they’re a bit jealous that you can talk to me already and they’re really hoping for the moment their dragons can too.”
Nemesis preened—he’d already known he was the superior dragon, but he enjoyed further proof. ‘Understandable, it makes perfect sense that they want their dragons to be like me. You said yourself, I am the best dragon.’
He wasn’t sure why his reasoning made her giggle, but he was glad she was feeling better. She rubbed his head and offered him a bright smile. “Yes, you are,” she reassured him. Something about her tone had him squinting, but she kept going before he could think of a question for her. “On top of our lessons on how to tend dragon wounds, we have a class specific to our dragon type. For Companion-class dragons that means we’re learning how to help you interact with society once you’ve acquired a passable shape. Apparently not every dragon can manage a fully human body, which means we have to learn how to problem solve to make up the difference. Persephone is advanced in her shape, but most dragons end up with more reptilian features. Some wind up just being a human face on a long snake body… that looks pretty weird. She told us that a Companion only gets one chance to master the transformation, and after that they’re locked to that humanoid shape. So, no rushing.”
She poked his muzzle and he let out a quiet hiss. ‘I will take my time,’ he promised. He wasn’t entirely sure why he’d even want a human form… yet the idea of fooling people into thinking he was a weak, squishy little being brought him joy. ‘How long does it take to learn the skill?’ 
“That depends. For most Companions it depends on their Mental abilities and Magical level reaching a specific threshold, but as a Vizier you don’t have any magical energy. Persephone isn’t sure if that will let you reach the transformation early, or slow you down. She did say you’ll start dreaming of a human form as you near the appropriate point. All Companions do.”
Nemesis closed his eyes for a moment to consider that. Harper had talked about her dreams several times as they traveled. He wasn’t sure he had ever dreamed in the manner she described. Sleep was a blissful darkness for him. The idea he would begin having strange visions forming in his mind was… disquieting. ‘What will I be doing while you train?’ he asked finally, wanting to get his attention off the idea of dreaming.
“For the first year of training you’re going to be put up against various monsters. Fighting and killing other spirit beasts teaches you important skills, and eating them increases your strength. The more you defend these caves the better the mana in here develops to complement you as a dragon, which will speed your development. Persephone said each hatchling’s schedule is going to be a bit different, but basically, eat, sleep, kill. As you get bigger, they’ll start you on the obstacle course, and about halfway through year two we begin learning to fight together. Glaive said he doesn’t trust ham-fisted recruits around young dragons with weapons before that. None of this is… quite how I expected it. I thought we’d be together more.”
That sadness came back, and it made Nemesis force his wings open to wrap around her slim torso. ‘We will be together forever. I am going to become the most powerful dragon ever, so I can make sure you’re always with me,’ he promised. The fierce drive to protect her was all he felt in that moment. 
Hot tears landed on his scales, yet she glowed happily in his mind. Nemesis wasn’t sure he’d ever understand two-legs.




Chapter fourteen

By the time Harper ceased dripping water from her face, the pull of the core had grown irresistible. He managed to blink sleepily as Harper informed him he was expected to attend some kind of class that would teach him about imperial culture. Then, he sank deep into the torpid state where he would best absorb the energy from the core. 
The sharp pinging sound that struck his ear caused him to spasm and roll to the side in shock. He fell into the lake with a splash and his wings flailed as he tried to recover his balance. The noise came again, and he flinched at how loud it was. He managed to orient himself, and by sweeping his tail from side-to-side he rose back toward the surface. His wings still felt too weak to fly, so he crawled back into the shore. As he shook water off his dark scales, he ducked his head in pain at yet another burst of sound. 
Why is this happening? he wailed in his own head. The next ping came from behind him, so he began crawling away from the sound in an effort to escape. Gradually, he realized the sound was herding him out of his cave. He emerged into the sunlight and blinked in discomfort at the bright sun blazing above him.
He squinted and tilted his head to look around as the noise stopped. The first thing he saw was that several other dragons had also been driven from their caves into the canyon. None of them looked pleased at being herded. He saw Talia gleaming as she came from a cavern high on the ridgeline. His jaw dropped as he took in how sleek the gold dragon appeared. She had to have grown over a foot since he had seen her last; her horns had changed too and were now beautiful, like shining pearls. For some reason the observation made him uncomfortable.
“She’s pretty, right?” asked Persephone from right behind him.
Nemesis lurched, then spun around in shock to find the older dragon standing close enough to touch him. He hissed and his wings spread to either side, mantling instinctively. The silver-haired girl just laughed and poked the tip of his muzzle firmly enough to knock him off balance. ‘How? What?’ he demanded. 
“Oh relax, you’re too young to notice me if I don’t let you, I am A-rank, after all,” she replied. He felt amusement radiating off of her and sighed. He curled a wing over his head to shade his eyes, though her smirk warned him she wasn’t done teasing him. “Sooooo, Talia, she’s pretty cute, right?”
With his eyes protected from the sun, Nemesis felt far more secure in glowering at her. The fact she refused to acknowledge his intimidating demeanor wasn’t lost on him; however, he chose to ignore it as best he could. ‘She has grown impressively,’ he admitted. He tipped his head to the side to look at the other hatchlings. It took a while to spot Artax. The blue was just coming out of a cavern near the top of the cliffs, one of the highest peaks in Nemesis’ view. He noted the blue had also significantly increased in size. His neck curled so he could look down his own frame and his tongue flicked in frustration.
“Check your stats,” Persephone said. The command confused him, but he focused his mind on trying to draw the information up from the magic crystal they’d embedded in his chest. The script that formed before his eyes was something he could read, though he still struggled with human writing.
Nemesis: current rank, F3. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental D7
Lethality D5
Defensive F9
Physicality F8
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
‘I’ve grown!’ he said. His tail lashed happily and he contemplated the areas he had been developing. Despite his size not having changed, he had increased his physical might… yet his true growth had come in his mind and his lethal abilities. He was glad to see he’d made progress, though the idea he was some kind of physical runt bothered him. Why isn’t my body growing?
“You have, and you’ve gone up a rank. Not every dragon develops the same way. Your mental prowess rising is a clear sign you’re a Vizier. By the time you reach D5 you’ll start developing more visible psionic abilities… at least, you should. That’s when Magus start being able to cast spells. Speaking of D5, you’ve reached a stage in your lethality where you need to remember not to use your breath on anything you don’t want to kill.”
Persephone’s face had gone solemn and Nemesis bobbed his head in agreement. ‘Yes, elder.’ He wasn’t sure why he warmed at her smile, yet something about her approval made him remember the fallen shape he’d seen as the poachers dragged him from his cavern. The change in his mood had to have been visible, because Persephone leaned down and rubbed her head along the horns on top of his head. The touch, especially when she scratched the main horns on either side of his skull, uncoiled a tension he’d been holding.
“You’re not the only one who has lost your creche, little one. Many of the hatchlings come from the breeding grounds, their eggs sold to wealthy merchants and nobles… but those gathered from the wild are often stolen from their parents. It is a vile practice, but one the empire turns a blind eye to.”
‘That’s wrong. They killed my mother, and I was left alone—trapped in a cage being raised by men who beat me!’ Nemesis let out a growl of frustration and felt acid bubble in his throat. He forced himself to swallow it down and curled his wings to lay against his spine so he wasn’t in a threatening posture. Persephone stroked her hand down under his jaw and scratched along the scales beneath his head. The sympathy emanating from her being soothed some of the rage he had been feeling. The muscles in his jaw gradually unclenched.
“Yes, and that is why it is a vile practice. The empire takes a dim view of wild dragons. Kolos and the Immortal have stated that all dragons belong in his service.” She paused and leaned down to look him in the eyes. Her gaze was captivating. “Nemesis, this is important… don’t let it be known you have the potential to be an S-rank dragon. Kolos jealously guards his power, so you don’t want to draw his attention until you are strong enough to survive his presence. As strong as you think I seem, Kolos is far beyond anything you can comprehend.”
She didn’t unleash her aura this time, staring into his eyes with a seriousness that numbed the remaining embers of his rage. The normally irreverent silver-haired waif showed the depth of her age and Nemesis could feel how scared she was for him. ‘I won’t,’ he promised. She nodded slowly, then bounced to her feet and clapped her hands together to produce a tremendous bang. The sound caused him to flinch belly down onto the ground and cover his head with his wings. Why must she constantly be so noisy?
“Sorry, cutie, but you’ll have to adjust to loud noises. We’re dragons, not mice,” she informed him with a wink. Then she raised her voice to project down the length of the grand chasm. “Gather at the head of the canyon for class. Instructor Glaive will begin your first lecture on imperial society. I will collect any of you who were too injured to fly. Be ready.”
Nemesis didn’t have time to ask what she meant by ready before she scooped him up and took off running. She ran so fast his wings pulled back along his body like banners. The strain on his stitched flesh caused a sharp ache, but he managed to drag his wings in against his sides before Persephone deposited him on a large rock. Then, she vanished in a blast of wind that yanked his body in the direction she ran. His head spun, and he took several minutes to gather himself as he tried to shake off the dizziness. Moments later, he realized the head of the canyon had been shaped in a bowl somehow. Stones lay scattered around and dragons were crawling on top of them to bask in the sunlight. A wide, flat boulder sat at the far end, and Nemesis watched as Instructor Glaive set up some kind of wooden table with a crystal dome on top. Beneath the little table he placed a spoon… which was promptly projected above him in a glow of light.
Interesting, the table causes the object under it to be magnified? Is that magic? Nemesis felt a loss for something he’d never be able to do. Persephone insisted he’d gain some abilities of his own, yet the more Nemesis saw of magic the more he wished he had powers like that; they seemed useful. How can psionics compete with the strange things these beings do with their magic? It isn’t fair… He spent some time daydreaming over what psionics might allow him to do.
Curling into a ball on top of his rock, Nemesis rested his jaw on the back of his tail. He didn’t want to sit and sulk, so he distracted himself by studying the other hatchlings. Many of them seem to have grown larger, though not all of them. Wait… is that Cambus? Nemesis stared in shock at the green dragon. When he had last seen the hatchling the green-scaled beast had been a ball of fat. Now… now Cambus was huge. He had to have doubled in size to the point where he was half as large as the horses they had ridden to Fort Talon. Not only that, but Cambus’ scales appeared thicker, almost to the point of looking like small shields welded onto his body. Nemesis felt dwarfed and he wasn’t even close enough to take in all of the details. His nostrils flared as he regarded the other dragon. Guess he didn’t have trouble growing his physical and defensive scores. The green caught him staring and Nemesis nearly recoiled at the profound sense of superiority that emanated from him. The thick-bodied dragon bared his fangs and rustled his wings as though showing off his physique.
A ping went off near his head and he almost bit his tail at the sudden noise. He hissed in irritation and his head swung to face both Glaive and Persephone. The dragon was smirking as she stood next to her partner, and he swore she was grinning directly at him. Is she doing this on purpose? Why? Why would she do that?
“Welcome, hatchlings, to your first class in human society. We know you’re all focusing on digesting the cores brought to you by your partners… so we’re going to begin with something you’re all deeply vested in: food,” Glaive said. He adjusted the spoon to make it more visible. Nemesis struggled to keep his eyes open as the lecture began. He didn’t exactly find silverware fascinating, and he had asked Harper most of these questions while they journeyed to the Scaleguard home.
Just as he was about to drift off, a piercing ping went off and every single hatchling twitched. The look of mischief on Persephone’s face made it clear how the dragons were going to be kept on task. Nemesis noticed that she had raised her hand and snapped her fingers just before the sound had been produced. He ground his fangs together as he raised one claw to dig at his ear canal. His crimson eyes stared at the silver-haired dragon as he tried stop the ringing. 
That set the pattern for the next several hours. Glaive dryly lectured them on the various things people ate, cooked with, used in the kitchen… and any time they drifted Persephone shattered their ears with her magic. The worst part was she would vary where the sound originated, just to prevent them from growing complacent. After a while it wasn’t just a ping. Sometimes it was a chime, others a boom… once it was like a tremendous duck had honked from right behind him. Nemesis began to suspect there was more to this training than learning about human food. He settled down to contemplate that while enduring the jarring sounds.
Teaching us to keep our focus during a boring lecture is probably important for whatever work the Scaleguard does. But what are we learning with the sounds? He got a clue when the next noise went off. Cambus, apparently driven into a rage by the constant stimulus, opened his jaws and let out a roar. The green dragon spewed a gas that flowed around him like a cloud. Nemesis saw the grass around that dragon’s boulder begin rotting away—though a flick of Persephone’s fingers caused the breath attack to be blown into the sky. Then, the silver-haired girl blitzed across the field of stones and her hand came down on the back of Cambus’ head with a thud that echoed around the clearing. 
“Loss of temper and blatant use of your breath attacks among the others will not be tolerated! A dragon of the Scaleguard has self-control,” Persephone stated at a volume that caused every hatchling to go belly down on the stones. Cambus looked dazed—his tongue hung from his jaw and a line of drool trailed from the pink appendage. Nemesis had a feeling the same blow would have rendered him unconscious, or worse.
And that’s it. That’s what the sounds are about. They’re to make us learn how to keep our tempers, even when we’re irritated. Glad I didn’t lash out… Nemesis carefully extended his wings and took a moment to flex them open and closed, then he curled them back into his side. Small movements helped bleed the tension from his frame. His tail lashed back and forth for a moment before he settled his nerves once more.
“This is a frying pan… It’s used to sear meat and other foods so they can be safely eaten. Unlike dragons, many humanoids can’t digest food that is going rancid or…” Glaive’s droning lecture resumed as though nothing had happened. Nemesis groaned internally. 
I’m going to have to put up with this every week?




Chapter fifteen

Life settled into a routine. The hatchlings weren’t provided a free meal—they were forced to fight to protect their caverns at least once a week. The Scaleguard drove beasts into their caves, and it was up to each dragon to sense the invasion and protect themselves. Their partners came by at least once a week as well to tend any injuries and to ensure their bonds remained strong, and then came the mind-numbering lectures from Glaive. Nemesis’ struggle to remain awake while the man droned about human culture nearly earned a mild beating from Persephone. The silver waif was always watching to deliver an enthusiastic lesson as draconic responsibility. 
Nemesis soon learned to pay attention to his sense of other beings’ emotions, because that gave him the hint the first time his cave was invaded. He had been sleeping beneath the waves of his lake, digesting the last of the edible flesh on the massive turtle when he felt hunger and rage impinging on his mind. 
He rose from the waves and glanced in a slow circle as he tried to spot the source of his unease, yet he was unprepared for the assault. A fuzzy, black nimbus dropped from the roof of the cavern and slashed at him. He vanished beneath the waves by sweeping his wings forward toward his head. His attacker hit the water with a splash, then retreated. Nemesis caught a glimpse of a scaled leg and seven talons, yet the beast didn’t look like a dragon—the scales were wrong.
Nemesis rapidly swept his tail from side-to-side and pumped his wings down hard to explode out of the water. He heard the splash of water falling from his body as he gained height, yet the cave limited how far up he could go. He dug his claws into a stalactite and swept his gaze through the dark to try and spot the invader. His pulse began hammering in his chest as emotions washed over him, and it was the when his temper synced with that, he clued in on where it was hiding. Darkness flowed around it, making it hard for him to lock his gaze on its hiding place. Something about it pushed his eyes away, trying to force him to ignore where it was. It leaped from rock to rock, scrambling along the ceiling with far more agility than Nemesis possessed. 
Nemesis focused on his mental perception to track the beast and drew in his breath with a faint whistle—then he sprayed his acid where he predicted the creature would be. The green fluid flew in a thin stream to strike the distorted, black shape. The beast released a scream which caused the walls of the cavern to vibrate, and Nemesis nearly fell from the stones he was clutching. His head spun and his consciousness dimmed, yet he refused to faint. He spread his wings and flapped to keep from falling. It took several frantic pumps of his wings to maintain his position, however, and during that time he lost track of the dark shape. 
Just as he twisted to clasp a stalactite, he felt a sharp impact against his back. Weight pressed him down and he went tumbling from the cave roof to slam into the lake below. The thing on his back bit at the scales around the base of his neck and Nemesis silently gave thanks that those were where his armor was thickest. A second later, claws pierced his sides just under his wings and he opened his mouth in a squeal of pain. Despite his vulnerable position, his attacker had its own problems.
To his surprise, the creature released him and attempted to get out of the water. Its reptilian body flailed as it tried to swim, and that gave Nemesis the clue he needed. He snapped his head forward and sank his fangs into the beast’s tail, then twisted to swim downward. His wings throbbed where the creature had clawed him, but he used the wide expanse of leather to drag his body toward the floor of the lake. Pumping his tail from side to side, he realized the creature wasn’t much larger than he was. The lake water seemed to disrupt its ability to hide itself, so he finally got a clear look at it. The head was a wide, spade-shaped affair with peg-like teeth and its tail was fat and not overly long. Four legs pushed out to either side of its frame and he noted the pebble-like shape of its scales. I was ambushed in my own lair by a lizard? Outrage flared even hotter in his chest. 
He saw no sign of acid damage to the creature’s scales, nor any hint of his venom having struck the creature. I must have missed when I tried to hit it before, he cursed. He flexed his jaw and twisted his head violently, then hissed in shock when the thing’s tail tore free and it resumed trying to reach the surface. He spat the plump tail out and swam hard in pursuit. His wings and tail gave him an advantage, and once in range he stretched out his front legs to sink his talons into the beast’s hips—claws pierced the creature’s scales just before its hind legs. 
Nemesis didn’t hesitate to drag himself up the lizard’s back and clamp his own teeth into the base of its neck. He dug his fangs through the pebbly scales and jerked his head violently to tear the wounds even wider. Blood began to darken the water around him. He reoriented his claws to rake them down the spine beneath him. The monster’s mouth burst open and a thick bubble of air escaped its maw as Nemesis swept his wings from tail to head repeatedly to drag them closer to the bottom of the lake. He latched his hind legs into the creature’s sides and continued clawing his front legs down its spine. It thrashed and he sensed the exact moment water flooded its lungs. His jaws ripped the side of its throat and he swallowed the chunk of flesh he tore free—it tasted delicious. The wound bled massively, but better for him was the water filling its throat, ensuring it continued to drown.
When the thrashing faded, Nemesis rode the corpse to the bottom and began to feast. The core wasn’t hard to find, and he shuddered in ecstasy after he swallowed the black gem down. Power pulsed within the dragon as he fed while rejoicing in his victory. I can’t believe they sent a lizard to invade my cave, how dare they! His temper throbbed in him, yet the taste of fresh meat and blood soothed the anger. The act of containing the energy from the core drew much of his mental energy, but he made a promise as he was slipping into slumber: I will never let myself be surprised again—this cavern is mine… anything that trespasses will be devoured.
Having learned his lesson, Nemesis paid far more attention to his acute mental sense moving forward and found it did well in alerting him to the beasts they drove into his home. The next invader was a spider that tried to ambush him, yet he was able to reverse the trap, then promptly devour it. After that came another lizard of darkness, then a strange three-headed viper that spat poison indiscriminately. He didn’t allow his growing pride make him complacent; he was proud that he was taking less damage as he grew used to the attacks—yet he refused to become foolish.
Despite his successes against the beasts sent at him, Nemesis nearly lost his life at the beginning of his second month in training. Harper came to visit him, and he smelled blood; when he saw the bandaged wounds on her ribs, he went into a rage that nearly sent him into a rampage. Harper held him down and shouted for nearly thirty minutes before he calmed enough to listen to her explanation. A training session saw them sparring with live blades, and her session with Jaden hadn’t gone well. The noble had been practicing bladework since he was a child, so he’d taken delight in showing her how inept she was with her elven rapier. 
He insisted Harper show him the wounds, and only after he was assured they were light did he finally relax. Harper said the training was going well despite her injuries… though he didn’t like the idea that she had to get hurt to learn. She pointed out that he was getting hurt far more often than she was… which he couldn’t refute. Both of them vowed to grow more powerful so they wouldn’t keep worrying the other. 
It was a promise they kept for weeks, though both got their share of scrapes and bruises. Nemesis suspected that the elder dragons balanced their training to be harsh yet not impossible. None of the creatures he fought were as strong as the turtle had been, although each was a challenge. To his surprise, Harper was showing more signs of growth than he was. While she didn’t grow taller, the skinny body he knew started to improve, confusing him. For some reason whenever he tried to get an explanation of why humanoid females had curves, she bonked him between his horns and told him he was too young to worry about it. No amount of questioning got her to change her mind, and the one time he foolishly asked Persephone, she just laughed and laughed. He had hoped to find out during next Glaive’s weekly lecture, but it just turned into a class on how to treat nobility. He would have slept through it if Persephone hadn’t caused spikes of icy pain to hit them at random each time their attention wandered. 
In this manner, his first year passed. He took comfort in signs that he finally began growing. By the end of that year, he stretched eight feet from nose to tail, and his wings spread nearly twenty feet across. He was still far too small for Harper to consider flying on his back, but it was proof that he wasn’t going to be small forever. Sadly, his growth, physically, was the slowest in his group of hatchlings. Cambus reached nearly twenty feet long in the same time frame, easily the largest of the hatchlings. Nemesis dreaded the time when the hatchlings would begin combat training against each other, something Persephone reminded them was coming. The look he saw Cambus casting his way told him the green had an entirely different emotion at the idea of combat. Nemesis still wasn’t sure why the green was fixated on him. 
Nemesis’ only true complaint was that there was an emptiness in his cavern that constantly gnawed at him. Harper had brought him a few things: coins from her pay, a gem or two she’d purchased. He kept them at the bottom of the lake among the bones of his meals. The skeletons of the spirit beasts increased the mana density in the water, which he’d found helped his wounds heal better. The treasure… felt inadequate. He craved more, enough to lie down on, crawl through, scoop around his body—yet Persephone forbade it. Hoards were a subject that came up several times in Glaive’s lectures. The pair insisted that every dragon eventually grew obsessed with something beyond mere gems and gold, a craving they were driven to fulfill. For some reason the pair never explained, the objects were almost always something created by humanoid races. More baffling to Nemesis was when he saw the other hatchlings grow fascinated with the most random objects from Glaive’s lectures. One mud-colored dragon spent nearly an hour pawing at the frying pans the human had brought. 
The black dragon found most humanoid belongings… weird. He supposed he might find them more interesting if he had a human form, but his mental score had refused to rise since he’d killed the turtle. His other scores rose, though slowly. Sometimes it was weeks before a score rose, but by the end of that year he had achieved a new ranking that he was proud of.
Nemesis: current rank, F0. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental D7
Lethality D5
Defensive F4
Physicality F4
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
He hadn’t quite transitioned to D-rank, but he was getting closer. Persephone insisted that the lag in his physical development was normal for both Magus and Companion classification dragons, regularly teasing him over his obsession with size. He didn’t understand her jokes at all, but she insisted she was hilarious. The fact she spent nearly ten minutes after that teasing him about how beautifully Talia’s scales gleamed made him suspect it had something to do with mating. That was a subject he didn’t understand at all. 
Another aspect which had confused Nemesis over his year of training was that Persephone was the only adult dragon the hatchlings were exposed to. She and Glaive insisted the Scaleguard represented the strength of the kingdom, yet Fort Talon didn’t seem to have any other dragons guarding it. He tried asking Persephone about it and her response left him wondering. 
“Oh, cutie, there are more of us around than you think. It’s easy for jealousy to flare up if we spend too much time together. We mitigate that by spending time in other forms, but that’s not an option for every dragon. Those who can’t take other shapes spend their time patrolling and dealing with spirit beasts that threaten the kingdom. Where do you think all the beasts we’re putting into your caverns come from?” Nemesis suddenly pictured dragons flying in every direction, hunting beasts and dragging them back to the town. He had a vision of himself providing food to humans as fat as Cambus once was; the idea made him shudder.
Are we just servants for the humanoids? Guard dogs that protect their homelands and keep them safe from spirit beasts? Persephone has said that I have to beware of Kolos and hide my power… but why? If dragons are the most powerful creatures in the world, why are we doing the bidding of the Immortal? I don’t understand. My every instinct tells me that dragons are supreme, yet every aspect of my life seems dictated by humanoid society. But… would I leave them? I don’t think Harper would be happy without other people.
He spent days struggling with his meditations as he tried to understand the relationship between dragons and humanoids. He suspected there had to be something about the bonds he was missing, something special. I’ll figure it out and won’t make a decision until I understand more about this strange society. There have to be answers… I just need to keep my eyes open.




Chapter sixteen

The beginning of their second year saw a transition in their training. The first change signaled Harper joining him for part of his practice. On the first day of that training, they were escorted to a crack in the canyon wall that spread into a small box valley. Various wooden poles jutted from the ground, the walls, and some even hung over the empty sky on long crane arms: all waiting for the dragons to smash through the paper targets that tipped them.  
Armored boxes and crenellations were set along the canyon walls; the second-year cadets huddled within, each armed with a longbow and a quiver of arrows capped by paint-soaked cloth bundles. Harper explained to Nemesis that the cadets represented the defenders of fortifications that might resist a dragon attack, while the paper targets marked goals for the dragons to strike. Each hatchling was given a number of hits they could ignore before they had to retreat… a number based on their defensive scores. Nemesis was embarrassed to learn that as an F4 he could only ignore six of the arrows before they disqualified him—Cambus was allowed fifty.
Instructor Glaive and Persephone also strictly forbade them from using their breath during the attack runs, not trusting any of the hatchlings to have enough precision to do that safely. His largest disappointment, however, was that he wasn’t yet large enough for Harper to ride on his back. He burned with frustration that she was relegated to using an enchanted gemstone to give him advice from the sidelines. 
“You ready for this, Nemmy?” she asked. They’d clipped a golden ring around one of his horns, which made it seem as though she spoke directly into his ear canal. He let out a loud hiss and tried to broadcast to her, unsure of whether his mental voice would reach her where she stood in the observation box.
‘Given I have no idea what I’m doing… I’m sure I’ll excel,’ he assured her. He slowly spread his wings and flexed the muscles in his back to perform a few warm-up flaps. He was proud that he’d developed the ability to broadcast his thoughts to more people over the last few months… and annoyed that the other hatchlings still couldn’t speak… though a few, like Talia, were very close. 
“Right, you’re going to hit the targets in order of color. Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, violet… black targets are bonus—those can move, so you’ll have to be sharp. Glaive insists the targets are weak enough you can just burst through them, but Persephone is warning me that if you clip one of the beams with a wing… you’ll probably snap the bones.”
Nemesis grunted. His squat frame had filled out in terms of muscularity and his wings extended out farther than many of the hatchlings to balance the dense weight of his body. That, however put him at a disadvantage compared to some of the streamlined hatchlings. You’d think I was a War classification, given my shape… but my damned scales are still too soft, he thought with a bitter burn. Many non-reptilian creatures would love to have scales as tough as his, yet for a dragon the black disks were unimpressive. ‘Right, and the horn sounds go?’ he asked, confirming what he already knew.
She agreed and he dug his claws into the stone of the launching block. To simulate a descending attack, the start line was positioned on the cliffs above the canyon. He’d be able to build up momentum and dive as part of his initial attack run. He suspected some of the more agile hatchlings would be able to hit numerous targets during their first dive run… Artax, for instance, could twist through the sky like a ribbon. 
A deep note sounded as Glaive used the signal horn. The note caused the air to thrum and the walls shook in sympathetic vibration—the low tone making Nemesis twitch as he flexed his legs and hurled himself off the block. His wings swept down and he blasted himself skyward as he began to gain altitude. He rose swiftly and used his tail to guide the curve of his flight. His eyes scanned the canyon to mark the targets. The crimson paper was set on the left-hand wall near the top, while the orange rose from the valley floor on a thick pole. The yellow protruded from the opposite wall, and that meant he’d need to twist around and regain height to hit it. Worse still, there was an archery position to either side of yellow. Green was nearly flat against the ground past yellow, which would require him to completely reverse his momentum and go into a glide to hit it… and face further arrows, as an armored wall blocked the path beyond. He’d be regaining his height while flying in the face of those bows, then trying to hit blue and purple where they hung from cranes on either side of a pseudo-tower, the wood and fortifications clearly fake. 
‘This is going to suck,’ he sent to Harper, his broadcast strong despite the distance. He straightened out his wings and began to drop toward the canyon. He folded those wings against his side and went into a dive. Air whistled past his head as he fell, and his thick tail let him adjust his drop. He hit the red paper disk and burst through it like an arrow. He hissed in jubilation, then snapped his wings open and banked. His head turned and focused on the orange target right as the first projectiles began zipping toward him. He didn’t fear them yet—the angle to hit him was bad and the paint bundles caused them to fall quickly. Unfortunately, he realized he was coming in too fast to hit the orange target properly. His mind raced through his options, then he flicked his tail as he went past it. The paper exploded with his black limb smashing through it. 
Not a clean hit, but I’ll take it. Now I just have to… His wings strained as he cupped the sky and did his best to keep his velocity going. He used the momentum from the tail strike to twist his torso and help reorient, while he began to climb to reach yellow. The arrows that were coming now were far more accurate.
“Careful! They’re firing down at you, which means the arrows are coming faster. You have to evade them!” Harper said through the magic cuff. He let out a sharp hiss and began sweeping his tail from side to side, forcing his body to do the same. The move was a double-edged sword for him, costing speed while giving him some protection. He took his first hit as a blue-painted arrow slammed into his left foreleg. The blow actually hurt, given the speed of the arrow. It also disrupted his pattern and pushed him farther to the right. That helped, though, as the cadets had started to predict his dodges. A green arrow ripped down his belly just as he passed over the armored boxes and smashed through the yellow target.
Only four hits left, this isn’t going well, he growled to himself. He had to reverse his direction to dive and hit green, and that moment where his body stalled cost him three more hits. He heard the cadets cheering as he seemed to pause in midair before rolling over. He tucked his wings against his ribs and dove, determined to hit the green target… even if he was ‘killed’ immediately after. The wind screamed around his head as he shot downward, and a storm of whistling arrows added to the noise. He threw his body into a spiral in hopes of avoiding the strikes.
He failed. A gold-painted arrow slammed against his skull, right between his crimson eyes, and the horn sounded to mark his disqualification. Nemesis opened his jaws and let out a bellow of frustration, spread his wings, and thrust them forward to halt his dive. The move made his bones creak in strain… and one last arrow smacked off the center of his chest. The splash of white paint caused him to scream in rage, then whip his head around to spot his attacker.
“Nemmy, don’t! Glaive says to come back to the starting block… relax, it’s okay.”
Her voice soothed his temper and helped him regain his composure. ‘I was so close!’ he complained as he flapped and turned toward the starting point. He saw the wooden poles that held the targets being cranked downward, ground crews moving to get new colored paper into position. The mechanics distracted him for a moment, yet he turned his attention fully to Harper and continued winging his way to her.
“Hey, you did great. That was only your first run… you’re just going to get better from here,” she promised. He broadcast a series of disgruntled mental images and heard her laugh over the cuff. When he finally landed on the starting platform he saw Harper, Glaive, and Persephone waiting for them. The silver-haired waif was smiling, and she applauded for him while he walked over to the trio. He folded his wings against his sides, unable to keep his annoyance from his body language.
“You did good for your first attempt! You’re growing well, cutie!” Persephone said with a bright smile. His neck bent as he looked over his own body to take in where the paint had struck him. Glaive held a pad with a drawing of a dragon on it and used a quill to mark down those same spots.
‘I don’t feel like I did particularly well,’ Nemesis replied. The grunt Glaive produced caused him to suspect the human instructor felt the same. When Harper approached with a bucket and wet cloth, Glaive finally looked up from his note taking.
“Leave it. Nemesis needs to reflect on his failings. The paint will help him do that.”
Nemesis couldn’t help a hiss of frustration at the words. He had no desire to be covered in splotches of color. His crimson eyes narrowed, yet he kept his thoughts to himself. Persephone indulged him and other hatchlings, but any sign of disrespect toward her partner was guaranteed to rile her. 
“Aw come on, that’s not fair! Nemmy can’t help the hit rating you gave him, and he’s a Companion classification, not a War. Six arrows is such a small amount!” Harper showed less restraint, and Nemesis curled a wing around her protectively when he saw Persephone glancing at her. Glaive made a motion for Persephone to relax and set the pad against his ribs as he focused on the pair. 
“No, you’re partially correct,” Glaive began. “Nemesis will never have the bulk or armor of a War dragon, nor a Mount… but that simply means he has to work even harder to gain mastery of his body. He is more than smart enough plan and react to enemy attacks. Overcoming his weaknesses are both his and your responsibility. The only way to do that is to use your brains. For now, I suggest you two retire to the waiting area and contemplate how to improve.”
If the man hadn’t sounded so flat in his delivery, Nemesis might have taken offense. Glaive radiated little, his emotions were hard to read, and he tended to use little inflection when he spoke. It’s infuriating, really… why he is somehow able to keep me from sensing how he feels, I doubt I’ll ever know. Still, he’s right, I do need to get better. Nemesis used his wing to nudge Harper, and she let out a huff in response. 
She dropped the wash bucket and cloth and set her hand against his ribs as they began walking. He was happier to have her with him. ‘Harper, how do you think I could have dodged better?’ he asked, mostly in an effort to distract her. She was still thrumming with annoyance and he didn’t want her brooding. 
“Well, is there any rule that says you have to try and hit all the targets in one straight run?” she asked. Ever since she had begun her own practice of cultivation, he’d noted her mind seemed to grow more cunning. Her question caused him to think over the obstacle-course rules. That was when he realized he’d made an assumption.
‘No, now that you mention it… I don’t need to hit them in a single pass, nor is the run timed.’ The only rules that had been explained to him were: he couldn’t leave the area of the box canyon, he had to hit the targets in order, and he wasn’t allowed to use his breath. ‘I screwed up. I should have kept moving forward after I hit yellow until I had cleared the canyon, and then used the altitude to get more speed before I tried to hit green. It would have made it harder to aim at me… though I don’t think it would have been enough.’ 
Harper made a thoughtful noise and leaned into him. They had almost finished descending down the entirety of the cliff’s back and reached the flat ground where the other hatchlings were gathered. Glaive had been strict about not allowing any dragon to watch those that came before. 
“You need to take less hits before you go after green, but yellow is a problem. At least, it’s a problem if you’re coming at it from below,” she continued. 
He hissed in acknowledgement. ‘I see. If I had gone skyward after hitting orange I could have circled and come at yellow and green from above, then that would have saved me time being fired on….’
He felt eyes on him and turned his head to see Cambus staring at him. The green sneered at him, continuing some unspoken rivalry that Nemesis didn’t understand—the brute was too dumb to form coherent thoughts. Nemesis did his best to ignore it as he curled up and made room for Harper to sit against his ribs. “Overgrown toad,” she muttered as she got comfortable. Nemesis let a mental laugh escape him. Perhaps he’s reflecting something Jaden feels toward Harper? he thought after a moment of reflection. Nemesis pushed that aside as he returned his focus on his rider.
The two continued to talk about his run and Nemesis took comfort in having his partner with him. The one thing they both agreed on was that they didn’t think Glaive would leave the targets where they were. Nemesis had noticed that the valley floor had rails and the wooden posts were on wheels. He suspected they could be shifted about, keeping the dragons from memorizing the course. Harper shifted and sighed. “I’ve got to go, it’s my turn to join the shooting gallery,” she said. He let a small whine escape and took a moment to rub his head against her side. She patted the tip of his muzzle, and then started to head out. “I promise to nail Cambus for you; keep a look out for the pink paint!”
After she left his side, she jogged back up the cliff wall and he marveled at how much faster she was now than when they’d journeyed to Fort Talon. What a difference a year makes, he mused to himself. He rested his head on his forelegs and kept his crimson eyes focused on the path down, wanting to see how the others did. I hope Glaive makes them all keep their paint splotches.
It was nearly an hour later when he was treated to the sight of Cambus coming down the cliff. The big hatchling looked particularly unhappy and he delighted to see a brilliant pink splotch sitting right at the corner of the dragon’s eye. Harper had kept her promise. 




Chapter seventeen

The second change to their training was the one that caused Nemesis the most discomfort. The time had come for the dragons to begin sparring… and Glaive didn’t believe in limiting them to fighting others of similar size. Nemesis swore Glaive was looking right at him when he let that tidbit drop. Then the instructor motioned for the hatchlings to spread out in the newest canyon they were guided into. 
If pressed, Nemesis would have insisted this opening in the rocky cliffs hadn’t existed the day before. In fact, the more he explored the cliffs around Fort Talon, the less its geography made sense to him. The walls seemed to open and close at the whim of the instructors, and he didn’t see how a single river had carved such a massive split in the land. The area they’d been brought to was a wide, circular bowl with shallow walls. The west end of the bowl had a deep pool of water, while the east held spires of stone stacked on top of each other. The north, somehow, held thick trees, while the south was a bare expanse of grass that rose waist high on the humanoids. 
The bowl was large enough that the hatchlings could spread out easily. Persephone was in her true form, a huge, silver, serpentine beast with an opalescent glow to her mirrored scales. When she lay on her belly, Nemesis had the ability to study her and she was… enchanting. A mane of silver hair wrapped around her head and traveled down the center of her spine. Her legs looked small due to her tremendous length, yet Nemesis detected the play of muscles beneath her scales. She was large enough that Glaive could stand casually on the top of her skull as he ordered Cambus and Talia to come forward for the first match. 
“This entire valley holds an enchantment that will prevent wounds from being fatal; however, the magic contained in a dragon’s breath can damage those spells. You are forbidden from fighting with your breath attacks. I expect to see all of you doing your best. Persephone and I will be acting as referees and shall mediate all battles. If we command you to stop, you stop,” Glaive stated, his voice echoing off the shallow cliff face. His hand rested on Persephone’s ivory horn, and Nemesis swore he saw some kind of energy passing back and forth between the two of them. 
Harper moved through the valley until she stood beside Nemesis, and she reached out to run her hand along the horn growing from the side of his skull. He was proud that horn was growing longer and beginning to curve forward—he thought it made him look intimidating. ‘This is going to be difficult,’ he sent to her. 
She cocked her head and watched as the massive, green form of Cambus moved forward and let out a rumbling growl. He had to be at least twice Talia’s size, if not more. The slender, golden-scaled Magus dragon flexed her wings as she advanced to meet him. Despite the size difference, Nemesis noticed the gold showed no sign of fear. “Look to the west,” Harper said. Nemesis was distracted from his observations and tilted his head up and curved his neck to look where she indicated.
His crimson eyes widened as he took in the pool. ‘You think I can use the water there to my benefit?’ he asked. Harper nodded her head slowly, then she winced as Cambus launched forward in a brutal charge toward Talia. The green seemed determined to use his size to dominate the battle. His wings flared at the last moment, and then he dove forward with his jaws open. Get out of the way, Talia!
To his relief, the gold slid to the side like a ghost and Cambus slammed into the ground with enough force to send grass and dirt flying into air. His tail swung, yet he missed Talia by a wide margin. She spread her wings and snapped down to lift off, then landed on the green’s back with a shriek. Her claws struck sparks as she raked across his body… yet she couldn’t penetrate Cambus’ armor. His large head twisted back on his serpentine neck and he snapped his jaws closed around her foreleg. She let out a scream of pain and Nemesis couldn’t help flinching as the crunch traveled to him. He heard Kaia cry out in sympathy as her dragon took damage. With bloodstained teeth, Cambus used the power of his neck to hurl the gold off his back.
Talia tumbled across the ground and Cambus followed in pursuit. Nemesis let out a hiss as he saw the green crush her into the soil and tear her stomach open with his vicious claws. Cambus reared his head and lunged toward Talia’s throat, jaws wide, but froze when a thunderous bugle sounded. The green flinched as Persephone’s call caused a silver shimmer to appear between him and his prey. “That is enough, you have won. Return to your partners.”
‘Is she okay?’ he asked Harper. The half-elf put a foot on his foreleg and gripped his wing to lift herself up and get a better view. She shielded her eyes from the sun with one hand and frowned.
“I think so? It looks like the wounds are already healing. That was terrifying.” He felt Harper’s hand trembling against his wing and he shifted the wing-fingers to wrap her protectively under the leathery skin. “I don’t think you can go toe-to-toe with most of these dragons,” she whispered. Her slender body seemed to emanate fear and protective anxiety. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
‘Have a little faith. I might not be the biggest dragon here, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to lose,’ he protested. He turned his head and rubbed his jaw against her head. In response, she lifted a hand to scratch his jawbone and planted a small kiss on his horn. His reptilian eyes blinked in confusion. What does that mean? She hasn’t done that before, I wond—Instructor Glaive’s voice yanked him from his musing.
“Nemesis, you’ll be battling Artax. Come forward.”
Nemesis gently pushed Harper off of his leg as he spread and contracted his wings. ‘Time to prove it,’ he sent to her. She stepped back and put her fingers to her lips, then tapped his side, wishing him luck. He advanced, yet he also began circling to the west. He waited for one of the instructors to tell him he was breaking a rule, but they remained silent. Artax wasn’t quite so casual. The blue let out a roar that shook the bowl while taking to the sky. Nemesis hissed in frustration—he had to get to the water before Artax was in a position to dive at him. He began to run and his wings pumped in an effort to increase his speed. 
Artax’ form had grown larger, but Nemesis’ true concern was how long limbed the blue was. He was narrow, powerful, and his scales looked like armored plates wrapped around his sides. A thick spike of yellow bone emerged from the center of his head and Nemesis saw similar points traveling down his tail. Don’t want to take a hit from that. Almost as if in response to his thoughts, the blue folded his long wings and dove toward the running black. Nemesis flared his wings, and then folded them to put him into a dive that saw his body vanishing into the water just as the blue impacted the ground behind him.
Chunks of dirt hit the water around Nemesis, but he used his tail like a rudder to push himself farther into the water. The sounds of the world faded, while he traveled downward; then he was twisting to face the surface. He saw a shadow move above him and spread his wings slightly to stabilize his position. Artax, you are not the smartest dragon in the canyon, he thought. He cupped his wings and flicked his tail, building up speed to rise through the water. If Nemesis hadn’t been underwater, Artax might have blended in with the sky, yet the shadow of the blue dragon stood out clearly. Nemesis set his aim on that point, twisting his tail to ensure he remained on target. When he exploded from the water he had his jaws open, ready to sink his teeth into Artax’ exposed belly.
The claws that rammed into his face and sent him tumbling to the side showed him that Artax wasn’t as dim he as thought. His scales split wide and blood filled his jaw—several fangs had been torn free. The blow hit him hard enough that he was driven into the mud bordering the isolated lake. He felt his body sink as mud squelched around him, then struggled to twist himself out of the crater he had formed. Artax didn’t give him the time. The blue dropped on him and he felt his wing snap and several ribs crack as four clawed feet hit him squarely. Nemesis let out a scream of pain, having to swallow the instinctive urge to spray acid over the other dragon. Instead, he twisted his lower body and raked his claws upward at Artax’ belly. 
Unlike Talia, Nemesis possessed claws sharp enough to pierce his opponent’s defenses. He tore several blue scales free as he ripped his hind legs down. Artax made him pay. The blue didn’t bite down—instead ramming the horn emerging from the center of his head into Nemesis’ body. The black was able to shift enough to avoid having his heart pierced, but his lungs filled with blood as the spike tore into them. He heard Persephone’s mighty bugle a second later and Artax immediately leaped away from his prone form.
Harper raced across the bowl and wrapped herself around his neck. She shook and he felt the emotional torment she was in like a psychic pain. ‘I was right… this sucked,’ he managed to broadcast to her. If he had needed to use his lungs to speak, he wouldn’t have produced a single sound. The next moment, however, saw the magic in the valley draining the blood from his lungs. His flesh itched viciously as it healed far more rapidly than nature intended. Harper smacked the base of his throat.
“You scared me so bad!” She wrapped her arms around his neck and squeezed tightly. Her face pressed against his jawbone, and for a moment he wasn’t sure she’d ever let go. He let out a faint hiss as he tried to move… which was when he discovered a stone beneath him had done something to his back—he couldn’t budge. 
‘Yeah, I’ll have to do better next time.’ Artax had humbled him, yet as the magic healing raced through his body, he vowed that he wasn’t going to flinch from the challenges before him. ‘I need to advance my body and grow stronger. As long as I can’t use my breath, I will be at a serious disadvantage.’
Harper sniffled and nodded. “Maybe we can talk to Glaive and change the beasts they’re driving into your cave? Put a greater emphasis on mana that will improve your physical traits.” Her suggestion rankled Nemesis—not because it was a bad one—but because he was unhappy with the fact he wasn’t allowed to hunt for himself.
‘If I could choose my own hunts, fly out and take down my own targets, then I wouldn’t need someone’s permission to grow stronger,’ he grumbled rebelliously. Harper stroked along the base of his horn and continued to cling to him. A pop sounded in his back, and suddenly he was able to roll to his stomach. He was careful not to knock his partner down as he shifted, yet he needed to get his feet beneath him. Harper moved to stand by his head and scratched his jawbone as she inspected the damage to his skull. He used his tongue to feel for the missing fangs, then sighed in relief when he felt his teeth growing back.
“It’s important not to ruin your cultivation base. You’ll be developing your core when you reach D-rank in every area, so you don’t want too many impurities.” Her reminder caused him to tilt his head down and butt his skull against her torso. She wasn’t wrong, yet it didn’t reduce the frustration he felt. He began to carefully spread his wings and test his muscles. The magic knitted his flesh together at an unreal pace and he was shocked at how much mobility he had already regained.
‘It’s not fair that you can just sit and meditate to grow stronger. Why has it been so much harder for me?’ 
His question caused her to let out a bark of laughter. She tapped her finger to the tip of his muzzle and smirked at him. “Cultivation is… a bit harder than just sitting, but you’re a spirit beast—it would be weird if you cultivated like I did.” She raised an eyebrow at him and he let out a hiss in response. 
He carefully tucked his legs under his body and sank down on the shore of the lake. His tail began sweeping back and forth through the water, and he curled his neck to provide a backrest for his partner. Harper lowered herself and leaned back into his shoulder as she hooked an arm across his back. ‘I suppose you’re right, though it still annoys me. I don’t like being the smallest dragon in the training group, and I hate being the only one without magic.’ 
He resisted the impulse to curl his lips and reveal his fangs. He couldn’t stop his wings from mantling for a moment, yet he forced them down and flat against his sides. She dug her fingers into the base of one horn and carefully worked a broken scale free. He let out a sigh when the irritation it had been causing suddenly disappeared. She began checking over his face for other cracked pieces to remove while the healing magic did its work. 
“Let’s not dwell on what we can’t change. We should go over the fight with Artax and try and brainstorm what you could have done differently.” Harper’s emotions swelled with resolve and she tugged a shard of black scale from the hole in his jaw. Nemesis’ crimson eyes took in the hatchlings currently fighting, one mud colored and one rust red. The pair were brawling in a ferocious display of rage and power. Their bodies slammed into each other repeatedly and their claws dug thick furrows in their opponent’s sides. He let out a long breath and squinted as he focused his eye on Harper.
‘You’re right, let’s figure out a better solution, because getting stomped into the mud isn’t how I want to spend my time.’




Chapter eighteen

Despite their planning, Nemesis continued to suffer defeat in the sparring matches. He simply lacked the size and armored scales to handle straight-up combat with the other dragons. Talia was the closest to him in size, yet her speed and agility let her dodge his lethal claws. After his battle with Artax, he never let another dragon take the sky above him from the start. In the sky his maneuvers drew out the fights, and when he managed to hit his opponents’ wings, the sharp talons that tipped his feet were usually enough to ground them. Whenever he got lucky, the drop was enough to stun them, which allowed him to get in several unopposed attacks. The other hatchlings were quick to learn they had to avoid his diving attacks, however, so he lost that edge after a few weeks.  
He fared far better during the test attacks on defensive structures. Maintaining his patience and taking time to line up his attacks let him avoid many of the arrows, yet his weak scales continued to deny him the might needed to shrug off the same volume of hits the others could. While he grew more skilled, he simply couldn’t compete in purely physical challenges. 
The most enjoyable part of his training came in the form of Harper’s presence at his side before and after he fought. He realized he had missed her greatly during the first year when he was only allowed to see her once a week. Being around her more often gave him the time to reinforce their bonds, and that inspired him to work harder; he had no desire to disappoint her. He was especially happy when he discovered that cultivating in his cave boosted her personal growth.
Harper explained how the mana he didn’t absorb from his prey lingered in the cave and increased the density in the atmosphere. She could draw that excess energy into herself and use it to strengthen her own body, though he’d never quite understand what a meridian was. She tried to tell him, yet despite the many times he tried to envision it, he wasn’t able to picture energy channels running through his body—at least not the way she described. Her coaching eventually taught him to meditate, though, and when he began to practice her lessons he discovered he could keep awareness of the cave while he absorbed cores. He still struggled to move while letting the energy sink into his muscles, yet now if he had to, he was sure he could manage. More importantly, her lessons taught him how to apply more pressure to the escaping energy and force it to sink further into his body. That allowed him to speed the growth of his physical ranks. 
Despite the improvements, he still stalled in his attempts to reach D-rank across all his scores; his mental growth began to stagnate as his body improved. It was near the end of his second year when something happened to finally break his stalemate. He woke in his cavern to find a presence had invaded his territory. He felt the mana density fading as another beast began to absorb the aura he had carefully nurtured. He swept his tail down, which sent his ebony body rising through the water. His head pierced the surface and twisted toward the entrance, only for an attack to slam into the back of his skull. His body lurched forward, but he threw his wings up and heaved himself out of the water.
Several more blows struck him along his back and hind legs. He felt scales crack and blood began to seep from the damaged areas, yet his flesh remained intact for the moment. Twisting in the air, he ran his gaze through the darkness in an effort to spot his attacker. What he saw… confused him. Rage flared to life in his breast as he took in what he thought was a human attacking him. He flared his wings to hover for a moment, then sent his venom spraying in a corrosive line at his foe. When the figure dodged, he saw it wasn’t human at all. The beast had slim wings on its spine and a lean tail with a spike of bone at the tip. It rose into the air and a pulse of something shot from its forehead to smash into the scales across his chest. He wasn’t sure what the energy was, yet he recognized it. 
He flexed his own wings and sent his body streaking toward his enemy, allowing the next attack to slam off his head. The energy caused his skull to vibrate, yet he kept his attention on the creature as it tried to dodge. Its wings pumped frantically, but its smaller size betrayed it as Nemesis snaked his neck forward and caught one completely in his jaws. He shook his head violently from side to side and blood sprayed as he tore the appendage free. The humanoid beast opened its mouth to reveal triangular teeth while screaming in agony. The thing tumbled to the stone, and he followed with his claws out as he sought to rend it apart. 
The beast somehow phased through his body and he felt a tingle as it traveled inside him, then came out the other side. He reacted without thinking and lashed out with his tail. The thump that sounded told him he had hit the creature squarely and he watched in pleasure as it impacted the cavern wall. He opened his jaws and spat another stream of venom at the creature—this time, his acidic breath burned its entire right side. The thing screamed again as its body began dissolving before his eyes. He felt a moment of panic at the idea he’d melted the core, then relaxed when he spotted the glowing crystal lodged in the thing’s ribs. In a fit of avarice he snapped his head forward and bit down, tearing the pearl-like gemstone from its body while it shrieked in pain. 
He swallowed, then let out a hiss as he watched the thing shudder and die. What was that energy? It felt so familiar… His thoughts stuttered to a halt when a pulse of energy blasted out through his body. The energy was far more potent than anything he had eaten before and he stumbled while struggling to contain the mana. He used the meditation Harper had taught him and pictured the inside of his scales as a mirror. The power burst out, hit the visualization, and sank back into his body. It was actually painful to hold in the power, and he felt his flesh scalding within him. A new wave escaped the core and his bones cracked and began to splinter. Is this going to kill me?
He refused to give in to the panic threatening to overwhelm him. He reinforced his mental image and tried to picture his body absorbing the foreign energy; then the energy reached the inside of his skull. The agony was even worse than the time Cambus had driven his claws through Nemesis’ skull. He collapsed boneless onto the floor of the cave. His muscles tore and his flesh writhed as the inside of his body warped. His scales cracked, and each released an audible snap that tormented him in his paralysis. All he could do was hold on to his meditation and try to ride out whatever was happening to him. 
His consciousness wavered as the pain in his head threatened to cause him to black out. However, he stubbornly clung to his awareness of the cave and refused to let himself surrender. Another layer of the core dissolved and immediately a cool, soothing sensation swelled across the inside of his skull. The relief almost forced him to lose control of his bladder. The next energy wave saw his bones being drawn back together and he could sense that they were stronger—even as they continued expanding and forced his body to grow. His muscles began to knit, and the end to the burning sensation caused salty tears to rise in his eyes. A foul smell assaulted his nose, though he wasn’t sure where it was coming from. His scales flaked off and new ones began to emerge from his reforming muscles. The old ones crumbled to a powder that soon coated the cavern floor around him.
How is it not done yet? Now panic surged as he realized there was still half a core swirling in his guts. He felt stretched impossibly tight as his body swelled yet again. His horns began to crumble and rot, collapsing from his head to slough across the cave floor when he moved around in pain. He let out a mournful sound as he struggled to control his body, but his muscle control was meager at best. All he managed to do was roll halfway onto his side and trap a wing beneath his body. If I can’t control this, I might not survive. What should I do? He scrambled for solutions, then remembered something Harper had said. She’d told him that when he reached a certain point, he’d form a core. Am I at that point now? He forced his eyes to close as he pictured all the energy in his body condensing. 
The mana within him resisted. It stubbornly slipped and squirmed to avoid the pressure he was trying to exert, yet he didn’t relent. He envisioned the mirrored layer inside his scales tightening, shrinking toward the center of his body. Each time the power bulged, he rallied his concentration and applied his mind to the task. The core inside him continued releasing power, which made his tribulation all the harder. His jaw clenched so hard he felt his fangs pierce through the opposite bone—the blood only sharpened his focus and he applied the renewed determination to crushing down the rampant energy. 
A speck coalesced just below his stomach; a tiny grain of solid power that he knew without a doubt was his. He latched onto that tiny mote and pictured it spinning and drawing the mana to it. The trick worked, and he felt energy begin to sink toward the nascent core. The relief to his body was immediate… yet the strain on his spirit simply grew. He’d never been truly aware of his soul before. The core inside him anchored into a nebulous glow that he identified as himself, yet it wasn’t flesh or blood. He somehow knew that even if his body was destroyed, that glow would remain him—his spirit, visible for a moment before dissipating. A strange resonance formed between the dissolving core and the one he forged for himself. A second later, a river of power tried to flow from one to the other, yet he sensed that was dangerous. He did his best to isolate his core and only allow the energy that had been freed from his kill to touch it—he had no desire to let another core influence his own. 
His mental barrier held, though the strain caused his entire frame to vibrate. He wished that Harper was with him, that she was hugging him to let him find relief in their partnership. I’ll survive this, Harper, I swear it. I hope I’m not doing it wrong. I WILL come out stronger for you, he swore. He wished he could return the hugs that she was so fond of, holding her as she held him. He sensed it would help them grow even closer. Somehow, his mind took that idle wish and a transformation began that dazed him once more. The core of his prey shattered in his guts as its cohesion finally broke. Its energy spread through his body and was dragged through his flesh toward his tiny core.
But in its wake, his body began to twist and warp. His flesh seemed to liquify and his bones twisted like they’d gone soft. The horror of it caused darkness to grow at the edges of his mind. His wings shriveled and sank into his body. His tail seemed to fade as everything about him imploded inward. Against his will, Nemesis lost his body and his flesh flowed into a humanoid form. He lay face down upon the cold, stone floor of his cavern and realized the dust of his disintegrated scales now coated his flesh. Flesh that was suddenly soft and vulnerable. His eyes blinked as he tried to fight back against the encroaching black. He pushed his limbs down and managed to stumble to his feet, then doubled over in pain as his core continued sucking the foreign mana into itself.
Unbidden, his rankings appeared in his mind’s eye.
Nemesis: current rank, D7. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental D5
Lethality D5
Defensive D9
Physicality D9
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
He collapsed onto his knees and caught himself on his hands, staring at the alien appendages in confusion. Soft pink skin greeted his eyes and he blinked rapidly in disbelief. Long strands of something dark fell around his face; he tried to see it, yet turning his head caused it to drape across his nose and he sneezed so hard he went belly down on the stone. Nemesis dragged himself forward until his head hung over the water. Crimson eyes stared at him from a face that had high cheeks, a narrow chin, and pointed ears that jutted out of his hair. “I’m… an elf?” he exclaimed.
The shock of hearing his voice caused him to flinch. He opened his mouth several times—then to his horror he realized his teeth were blunt and square. He dunked his hand in his lake to wash the grime off his arm, and then examined his hand. No matter how he stared, his fingers remained flat and lacking any kind of claws. The soft flesh all over his body began to itch as he took in the coating of rot that covered him. Unable to handle the new stimulus, he threw himself into the lake and sighed in relief at the cool water that washed the muck away.
It was when he started sinking that he realized he had a problem. Nemesis flailed his arms and legs, yet his new body had little coordination and somehow, he… he didn’t know how to swim! The water dragged him toward the skeletons that littered his lakebed, and he felt an odd pressure in his chest. He tried to breathe, and the inrush of water caused him to gag. He started choking and trying frantically to push the liquid out of his lungs. His body spasmed and shook as he began to drown, realizing far too late that his humanoid form might not be able to breathe beneath the water the way he could as a dragon. 
As water filled his lungs, he heard a splash. His vision dimmed, and the strain his body had experienced grew too much. Nemesis couldn’t stop his eyelids from fluttering and trying to close. The last thing he saw as darkness took him was Harper swimming toward him as fast as she could. Her hand reached out for him, so he used the last of his energy to reach back…
Then everything was dark.




Chapter nineteen
Chapter 19


Everything in his world transformed the day he formed his core. Harper had dragged him from the water and forced air back into his lungs; then, she had helped him reach the entrance to his cavern, where he found Persephone and Instructor Glaive. They’d inspected his elven body while wrapping him in a dark robe. Persephone had complimented him on his near-perfect mimicry of an elf, though his crimson eyes were rare for the species. His only mistake had caused her to giggle, and a moment later Glaive had coughed and looked away while mumbling something about ‘disproportionate anatomy,’ though Nemesis didn’t understand the reference. Harper explained later that elven males were known to be… less endowed than other humanoid species. Not to mention shaped differently. His complaints that he’d never seen one were met with laughter and her skin turning pink. 
After his inspection came a whirlwind of activity. Persephone taught him the meditation technique that would allow him to resume his true shape, though she told him to remain in his elf body for the moment. He was taken to Fort Talon and brought to one of the towers, where he met the various scholars who would teach him the intricacies of blending with humanoid society in far greater detail than the classes the dragons had received so far. The bonus, from Nemesis’ perspective, was that Harper would be accompanying him… as would several other dragons. He found Talia and Kaia waiting for him and was shocked to see Talia’s attempt at a human form. She had gold hair that reached her ankles, and Kaia was in the process of braiding it. Golden scales ran up the back of her arms, along the sides of her legs, and covered the palms and the soles of her feet. Her eyes were still reptilian and showed no whites, yet he found her appearance enchanting. Like him, she was draped in a black robe, though it appeared someone had cut hers at the knees to shorten it. He wasn’t sure why the sight of her was so distracting, and he found himself turning to Harper in hopes of an explanation.
It was an explanation that would take a long time to come as scholars arrived and interrupted. Then the lectures began… and they wouldn’t stop for years. 
Nemesis was disheartened when he learned that reaching D-rank marked the end of the Scaleguard funneling higher-tier prey to them to fuel their growth. The hatchlings were informed that D-rank was considered sturdy enough to learn the skills they needed to become a true apprentice dragon, and it marked the real beginning of their training. Combat practice, specialty training, all were increased in frequency… and one reason there was more time to train, Nemesis found deeply disturbing.
It turned out that fully half of the hatchlings had died attempting to create their cores. More horrifying to him was the fact their carcasses were butchered and used to feed war beasts of the imperial army to increase their strength. Having the humanoid’s disdain for his kind reinforced simply renewed the kernel of doubt he felt whenever he tried to understand the connection between humanity and dragons. He wasn’t given much time to dwell on those concerns, however, as he was being pushed harder than he ever had been before. 
Still, learning to read and write brought him immense joy, and when he learned he could use his stipend to purchase books, Harper had to convince him not to beggar himself. The Scaleguard’s strict rules against forming a hoard prevented him from gathering as many as he could. He was only allowed so many personal possessions. However, it was the books he did purchase that gave him the doorway to his psionic powers—especially useful given there were no trainers in the mental arts at Fort Talon. Persephone hadn’t been exaggerating when she told him the skill was rare. 
A decade passed in a blur of books, lectures, and combat. 
“Nemmy, would you stop fiddling with your belt?” Harper scolded. “You don’t want a repeat of the Immortal’s Day ball, do you?” She had a curl to her lips that showed she was teasing him, though his awareness of her emotional state made that clear without the need to look at her. He did anyway as he enjoyed the sight of her. 
“That wasn’t my fault. I am sure Persephone did something to unknot my sash,” he protested. She let out a snort and he turned to squint at her. He could feel the laughter she was holding back and was glad he finally understood more of humanoid society. “You laugh, but she’s pulled so many pranks. Do you remember when she redirected the curve of that hill so the first rain of the season flooded Cambus’ cave?”
Harper nodded and reached out to brush a lock of his hair behind his pointed ear. “Yeah, you’ve got a point. She’s definitely played pranks on a few hatchlings. I still can’t believe she managed to dye Artax’ horn pink for a month.”
He felt a warmth spread across his cheeks at her touch and dug a hand into the pouch at his belt to draw out a small cluster of steel spheres. It took a mere flicker of concentration to start the quintet of orbs hovering over his hand, then he set them to orbiting the center of his palm as he worked on his control. “What’s this announcement they’re summoning us for? Do you know?”
She looked up at the tower they were heading to as though it might reveal the secret to her. Then he watched as she pursed her lips and let out a quiet hum. “Truthfully? I think we might be looking at our apprenticeship stations. I know that they send young dragons to hardship posts to clear out spirit beasts and push the empire’s borders. Those that survive a ten-year tour of service are elevated to full Scaleguard, though at a novice level. I’m not sure how much longer they’re going to have us sparring and doing mock castle attacks, and you’ve been fully capable of passing as an elf for over a year now.”
Nemesis spun the orbs faster and licked his lips in thought. It will be nice to get away from Fort Talon, though I’ll miss my cave… It truly feels like home. He took a slow breath in, then let it out through his nostrils. “Do you think we’ll be going alone, or in a group?” He’d grown far more confident in his ability to deal with other spirit beasts. His breath was a devastating attack, and his body had grown over in the last decade. He could effortlessly carry Harper on his back and the pair fought well together. He dragged his attention from his own thoughts and refocused on Harper.
He was caught for a moment at how beautiful she was. Their bond meant she hadn’t aged, though she’d filled out with muscle through all of the training and cultivation, which had changed her body. She was slim, and her curves were well displayed in the leather corset and pants she wore for armor. She had a long-sleeve jacket with chain woven through the torso for when they flew. He liked that she kept her hair in a pair of braids that fell down her back to the base of her spine and he’d noticed her eyes had gone silver about five years ago when she’d achieved a milestone in something she called a body temper. The rapier belted across her back was longer than a human would use, but also lighter thanks to the elven steel. It rested on a wooden channel instead of a scabbard so she would be able to draw it from the case. She only wore her quiver of javelins when she knew she’d be going into combat. 
She caught him staring, and a moment later he felt a warmth of attraction spread through her emotional presence. A matching flush covered his cheeks and she smirked at him, then she answered his question. “It depends on where we’re sent. Areas with low concentrations of mana produce weak spirit beasts. If we’re sent to one of those, there’s a chance we’ll go alone, but if we get ordered to an area with a dense mana level we’ll probably have several others with us.”
They had been walking steadily closer to the tower and Nemesis used his telekinesis to open the door for Harper. She flashed him a bright smile as she slipped in ahead of him. “Do we get to pick who we’re teamed with?” he asked. Her emotions took a turn into sadness—he immediately regretted asking her.
“No, I really doubt we will. I imagine this is going to be a challenge for us to see if we can get along with others; after all, the Scaleguard is a military group.” 
He let out a grunt at that and sighed. “Sometimes I wonder if we would have been better off trying to go it alone. Your goal was for us to help people, but have we managed to help anyone yet?” 
She turned to look at him over her shoulder and offered him a compassionate glance. “Without the Scaleguard we might never have discovered you could take an elven form, or that you could use your mind to change the world. Who knows how long it would have taken for you to develop your core?” 
He flexed his mind, causing the quintet of spheres to clink together and form a cluster, then he closed his fingers around them. “You’re right. The book you purchased had little regarding evolving as a spirit beast. From the way they’ve acted, I suspect they don’t want dragons outside their control to know about it.” 
“You’re not wrong,” came Persephone’s voice from down the hall. The silver-haired dragon skipped toward them and Nemesis dropped his hand to ensure his sash remained belted tight. She saw the move, letting out a small laugh in response. Her eyes sparkled in amusement and she raised an eyebrow at him. “Something wrong, Nemmy?”
Normally being called Nemmy by anyone but Harper annoyed him, yet Persephone said it with such affection he didn’t mind. Still, the volume of mirth flowing from her and the hints of more… avaricious emotions caused him to flush darker. His skin was pale and no amount of sun changed that, which meant it was clear whenever he blushed. It was something that caused him regular embarrassment, though Harper insisted a man that blushed was adorable. 
“No, nothing is wrong. Just wanted to make sure I hadn’t forgotten my sash,” he said defensively. That just caused her to find him even funnier—immediately, he wanted to hide from her sharp gaze. She let the subject drop, however, and turned her attention to Harper. 
“Kolos and the Immortal have no interest in dragons within the empire growing strong without ties to their rule. Still, that isn’t something you need to worry about just yet, because you’re a part of the Scaleguard, and this is a monumental day. Let’s get to the meeting chamber, shall we?”
Nemesis worried she’d use her strength to yank the pair of them into the room at blazing speed, a trick she was fond of. Fortunately she didn’t seem to be inclined to play today, so instead she merely guided them down the hall until they reached the stairwell to climb the tower. It was a long walk, yet neither he nor Harper grew fatigued. They’d both developed their physical forms to the point where a simple ten-story climb didn’t even quicken their breath. Persephone could probably carry the entire tower on her palm if she put her mind to it, he thought. 
Harper slowed so they walked side-by-side and she wove her fingers through his. While he enjoyed the gesture of affection, he knew at the moment it was so she could take advantage of one of his unique skills. ‘Nemmy, you need to stop challenging the Scaleguard. Glaive lectures us about rogue dragons all the time, and the stories never end well. I don’t want us to get listed the next time he’s talking about the Immortal’s Elite taking down subversives.’
Nemesis tightened his lips against the fear and anxiety she was producing. ‘I know. Persephone warned me a long time ago not to let out that I had S-rank-potential. She hinted Kolos might come for me if he felt threatened, but what can I do? Am I supposed to just ignore that the dragons in the empire are used like cattle? They fed our dead to their army beasts…’ His fingers tightened around hers in frustration.
‘And that is horrible, you know I think so. Sapient spirit beasts are rare, and I don’t think any of them should be used like butcher stock… but the world is a harsh place and everything is food for something. You know I gained some of my power from killing a few prisoners as part of Glaive’s loyalty tests,’ she reminded him.
Nemesis had to bite back a growl at that. That had been a terrible time for Harper, though she hadn’t flinched at the command. She’d come to him later to cultivate in his cave and he’d held her while she sobbed. Even years later, killing a chained prisoner was still a recurring theme in her nightmares. ‘I remember, but don’t tell me that sits well with you. You don’t want to be an executioner any more than I want to be a beast of burden.’
She glanced at him until their eyes met, then nodded. Their private conversation ended when Persephone turned to stare at them. She had her hands clasped behind her back and he worried for a moment she somehow overheard the telepathic exchange. He swallowed and felt Harper flinch a little.
“Why do you two look so guilty?” the dragon asked. Persephone narrowed her eyes and tilted toward them. It was a testament to her that she still managed to walk backward up the curving stairwell without difficulty despite the way she folded her torso forward. He searched for something to say that would distract her, yet Harper’s wit proved quicker.
“Oh, we were just having a private talk about your butt. I say it’s super cute, but Nemesis thinks it’s… a little small.”
Nemesis stumbled and nearly fell face down on the stairs at the unexpected accusation. Persephone caught him under his chin and used a single finger to lift him back to a proper standing position. “Well, I am flattered… but I don’t think that’s very appropriate, do you?” Persephone’s response would have hit harder if she hadn’t been blushing darkly enough that her scalp showed through her silver hair. Nemesis felt embarrassment flame through her, even as Harper radiated victory.
What the hell just happened? He looked from one woman to the other and blinked rapidly as he tried to grasp how Harper had managed to put one over on the older dragon. He was no longer naïve to the point of not understanding how mating worked—in fact, he’d had to attend lectures on the subject for humanoids and dragons, but he still struggled to understand the minds of women.
How is it I have psionic powers, yet never understand what they’re thinking?




Chapter twenty

Their meeting was abrupt and painful. Glaive stood at the head of a small meeting room, where twenty-five humanoids and seven dragons in assumed forms waited for him to tell them their fates.  
“Alright, quiet down,” Glaive said as he opened a slim leather book and began reading from a list. “Harper, Min, Kaia, you three will be traveling to the southwest and assuming a position in the Obsidian Peaks. You’re to build an outpost near Lake Tarn and begin clearing the area of high-level spirit beasts. The empire is sending a legion of frontiersmen south soon to cut a pass through the mountains.”
Nemesis glanced to the side and saw the three of them standing near the wall of the room. There were not enough chairs for everyone to take a seat, so most of the apprentices were standing. He wove his fingers through Harper’s so he could establish a link with her.
‘Did you bribe him to assign your friends with us?’ he asked. He did his best to send his amusement across the mental tether and was rewarded with a hint of delight from her. Though he’d been able to sense her emotions as long as he’d been alive, he’d only recently gained the ability to send his own feelings back through their bond.
‘No! I don’t even want to know what Instructor Glaive would want for a bribe. The man’s as hard to read as a statue… so weird that he’s Persephone’s partner, she’s so social and happy and he’s… Glaive.’
Nemesis fought off a chuckle because he agreed with her completely. The pair were quite different in personality. Sadly, he felt his joy die as Glaive announced: 
“Jaden, you and Cambus will be providing security for the frontiersmen and will assume nominal command of the troops once they’ve established a true outpost. The other dragons will call on you if they run into any major threats. I expect you to take your role seriously.”
Nemesis turned his eyes to the human noble. Ten years hadn’t changed Jaden much, aside from adding a level of athleticism to his body he’d previously lacked. From everything Harper had told him, the blond-haired man still tried to use his position and strength to ‘encourage’ women to pay attention to him. There had been a minor scandal when two of the dragon riders he was seeing had gotten into a knife fight. Rumor persisted that he’d ordered them to fight for his affections. The whole issue had stopped being discussed when a diplomat from his family arrived at Fort Talon. Nemesis remembered hearing that the ladies had been transferred to a different training facility.
‘He’s going to be in command of us? This is going to be awful…’ Nemesis couldn’t keep his revulsion at the idea from Harper and she squeezed his hand tightly. He felt her trepidation and disgust and knew she was as unhappy with the situation as he was. 
‘Easy, we’ll make it work. Jaden still listens to Min, and she’s not going to let him go too far. Besides, I’m sure there’ll be some kind of imperial overseer on site to keep things from getting out of hand.’
“It will be my honor,” Jaden said. Nemesis fought to keep his face even as he took in the man’s pompous tones. “I’ll ensure the outpost is strong and that we’ll be ready for any threats to the empire.”
“Remember, you’ll still answer to the legion commander. This is a test of your abilities. If he has to step in, it will greatly affect your scores. Now, you four can go. The room is crowded as it is and I have many more assignments to give,” Glaive replied. He ran his eyes over them and while he didn’t address the dragons directly, he did nod to Nemesis and Talia to acknowledge their presence.
Nemesis didn’t hesitate before he started moving. He kept Harper’s hand in his and tried his best to avoid bumping into the other riders as he made his exit. Even with a decade of practice in his elven form, he still didn’t like casual physical contact. There were some whose touch he tolerated—a few he even welcomed—yet it was hard for him not to react with hostility if the wrong person brushed against him. Fortunately, his irritability was well known by now, and the others cleared away from his path.
Once they were out the door he stopped and waited for Min, Kaia, and Talia. As had been his custom over the last decade, he did his best to pretend Jaden didn’t exist. Like always, Harper was more diplomatic and she greeted each of them as they came out of the meeting chamber.
“Well, it looks like we’ll be working together for a while. Did anyone catch when we’re expected to leave?” she asked.
Min looked beautiful in her chain mail shirt, leather pants, and hair done in a tight braid wrapped around her head. She hadn’t brought her spear into the tower—a wise choice since there wouldn’t have been much room for the weapon. Kaia did have a sword and shield strapped across her back, and as she was dressed in a mix of plate and chain, she looked every inch the warrior she had become. Talia held a slim, ivory staff in her hand and wore robes marking her as a Magus dragon. Nemesis remembered being surprised when Jaden had finally settled on the maul for his weapon. The hammer was huge, and combined with his thick armor he took up far more space than seemed appropriate. He was leaning on the weapon as he stared at them with a condescending expression.
“If you paid more attention, you’d know that we’re expected to head out within twenty-four hours of our assignments. Cambus and I have to wait for the legion to be prepared, but the rest of you had best be ready to go by mid-morning tomorrow, otherwise they’ll start reducing your scores,” he said in a haughty tone. Nemesis had to remind himself, again, that killing the noble would just bring harm to Harper.
Min rolled her eyes and smacked her brother on the shoulder. “You only know that because you were drinking with the quartermaster and weaseled out the details, don’t try to make it sound like we missed a lecture,” she scolded. 
Unlike Nemesis, Kaia didn’t feel the need to keep her face composed. She grinned openly and rested a hand on Talia’s shoulder. The redhead had filled out in both muscle and… other areas, since she’d begun cultivating, and Nemesis often felt a flush of confusion when he looked at her. I can’t say I love anyone but Harper, yet Kaia just… has an air about her that makes my blood burn… and so does Talia. But why? He pushed his thoughts away and winked at the armored woman in agreement. Talia caught the gesture and raised a hand to cover her mouth so she didn’t laugh. All of the women were broadcasting various levels of amusement and annoyance, common emotions around Jaden. The noble himself was a ball of arrogance and avarice that made Nemesis’ teeth clench. 
“Whatever,” Jaden began. “Just make sure you’re all ready to go by tomorrow. If my information is correct you’ll be given a map and will be expected to begin flying once the sun is up. Hopefully you’ll make good time; the Obsidian Peaks are at least two hundred miles from here.”
“We’ll be fine. That distance is nothing for us,” Talia said. She stepped back when Jaden turned to stare at her, but wasn’t afraid to meet his gaze. The noble had never lost his attitude that dragons were simply beasts that lent him prestige and power… just one of the reasons Nemesis contemplated killing him so often. Then again, Nemesis still wasn’t sure Cambus had managed to learn to speak. The green was a monster in training and Nemesis had never managed to beat him in sparring… but he was stupid.
“Don’t give us that look, Jaden, you know our dragons are fully capable of long flights. It’s not like we haven’t done enough practice patrols to prove it,” Kaia interjected. Unlike Talia, she didn’t flinch at all from Jaden’s glare. The redhead’s family had been elevated to nobility recently, yet she’d never hesitated to stand up to the spoiled brat. It was one of many things Nemesis liked about her. He blinked when she turned to look at him. “You’ve got this, right, Nemesis?”
He coughed to clear his throat, as he hadn’t expected to be addressed. “Yes, I can manage a flight of that length. I might not be as physically powerful as some of the other dragons, but I am more than capable.”
“Nemesis has plenty of stamina; we’ll be fine,” Harper said. The grins that broke out across the faces of the others made him think he’d missed a joke of some kind. Oh, OH! Harper didn’t make a sex joke, did she? He flushed hotly at the idea and took a moment to read her emotions, yet all he sensed was determination. Must not have been on purpose. She suddenly realized the others were staring and began to blush. Jaden shot him a look of annoyance, though Nemesis ignored it. 
“If we have to be ready by tomorrow then we should stop wasting time and go pack,” Nemesis said, mostly in an effort to get everyone to stop giving Harper looks. He shifted closer to her and fought the urge to move between her and the source of her discomfort. She squeezed his hand, which made him realize they hadn’t let go of each other when they reached the hallway. Min clapped her hands together to break the momentary silence.
"Nemesis is absolutely correct. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I have plenty to pack up if I am to make sure Artax and I are ready to go.”
They started moving after that. Jaden snorted and walked away, though Nemesis wasn’t sure to where, since they were meant to stick to certain stairwells as apprentices. He put the man out of his mind while he walked side-by-side with Harper. He noticed that Talia and Kaia walked just as close together as he did with his partner. 
Min seemed to notice it as well. “Sometimes I’m a bit envious of you. Artax is wonderful but he’ll never take a human form,” she said. “Granted, War is his secondary classification and he’s almost as powerful as Cambus, but it would be nice to be able to travel with him everywhere I went. He doesn’t exactly fit in the towers.” 
Nemesis couldn’t restrain a laugh at that mental image. Artax had grown to nearly forty feet from nose to tail, fully double Nemesis’ own length. The blue had a wingspan that measured eighty feet across, and his powerful frame was covered in armored plates. Artax had beaten Cambus on several occasions, being both faster and smarter than the green. “No, I guess I can’t imagine him stuffing his head in the windows, his horn would get in the way,” he said.
Min flashed him a smile and nodded. “Exactly. He’s marvelous, but hardly travel sized.”
Kaia and Talia shared a look, then the gold turned to look at Min where she walked behind her. “Still, his power is impressive. That lightning attack is devastating… and you said he’s learned to spread it into a fan?” Nemesis cocked his head at that. Artax’ breath was a bolt of electricity that hit with immense power—fully capable of shattering walls. Spreading that kind of attack into a fan would carve through dozens of troops at once; no wonder he’s a War subcategory. 
“Yes! Turns out it’s a matter of flexing some muscles in his throat. It was something he learned after he got his lethality score to D5. His best score is still his physicality, though, D1,” Min said. Nemesis didn’t blame her for the pride she exuded—D1 was an extremely impressive achievement. Jaden had claimed that Cambus had reached C-rank in defense, but Nemesis doubted it. There’s no way he reached C-rank in anything besides appetite unless someone has been smuggling him cores.
Talia beamed at Min. “That is amazing. I got my magic score up to D3, but that’s my highest rank. I can’t wait to reach the peaks and start hunting spirit beasts. It’ll be wonderful to start growing again.”
Nemesis almost stumbled as he realized the ramifications of their newfound posting. He’d been so focused on how annoying it would be to have Jaden giving them commands that he hadn’t stopped to consider the true benefits. Spirit beasts filled the mountains. His crimson eyes widened as he fought to avoid drooling. I can finally begin boosting my scores again. The psi-demon they sent at me before I formed my core gave me the boost I needed to hit D-rank, but nothing I’ve hunted since has given me much benefit. He reviewed the affinity types that helped his growth the most: darkness, water, acid, poison, and psionic… the last being extremely rare. Harper sensed his distraction and squeezed his hand.
“We’re all looking forward to the growth you dragons might reach, but you still need to be careful about what meat and cores you eat. You don’t want to slow your growth by consuming the wrong mana types,” Harper reminded them all. Nemesis felt a bit better when he saw the look of chagrin cross Talia’s face. At least I’m not the only one to get a bit greedy, he thought. 
Kaia let out a laugh and hugged Talia to her side for a second. “Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll find plenty of fire beasts in those mountains—after all, obsidian is formed from volcanos,” the redhead offered. Nemesis grimaced at that; a volcanic mountain range was the last place he’d find the types of beasts he needed. Kaia apparently noticed his look and shook her head. “Most of the mountains are extinct. Some of the peaks are still high in fire mana, but if I remember my geography lessons correctly, a lot of them have given way to nature mana, and there are a lot of lakes and rivers cutting into the mountains.”
That helped him feel better, and he offered the human a grateful smile. “I can never keep track of what is where on your people’s maps. They look nothing like the land when I fly over it,” he said. Talia gave a sharp nod.
“Thank you! I keep saying that, but Kaia insists I just try harder. Their maps are terrible!” The dragons shared a conspiratorial smile as their riders shook their heads. The group fell into lighthearted teasing and bickering over humanoids versus dragons as they finished their descent. Then it was time to separate so they could pack their belongings. 
“Nemmy, remember that you need to get everything you want to keep into two travel bags, which means you might not be able to take everything,” Harper reminded him. The idea that he’d have to leave anything from his meager hoard behind made his stomach roil, yet he forced himself to nod.
“I know… but I’ll make it fit.”
Then they split up to prepare for their future.




Chapter twenty-one

In the end, he  did manage to pack everything into his padded trunks. The soft-sided bags had flexible frames and while they bulged, he hadn’t needed to leave a single book in his cavern. He did have to cheat and exchange the coins he’d gathered for a few gemstones, and while that hurt, he soothed his frustration by watching the dawn sun sparkle through the sapphires. He slipped them into his case the moment he heard footsteps approaching. Instinct drove him to relax into meditation and take on his true form before anyone could reach his property.
Nemesis and Harper had pooled three years’ worth of pay to have his robes enchanted, which meant when he transformed they shifted into a black leather saddle that blended into his scales. His horns had finally grown into their true power, a pair of forward-spearing spirals of bone that promised ruin to anything he slammed his head into. He was proud of them, just as he loved the gleam of his talons. His body was still squat and muscular, even though he’d finally reached a length of twenty feet, and his wide shoulders and hips were proportionally broader than the others. His wings spread a full forty-five feet, and they allowed him to dance on the wind thanks to all the training he’d been put through. He’d also learned that his psionic powers were far more formidable in his draconic shape, and few magical defenses were prepared to block them.
His head swung in the direction of the footsteps and his crimson eyes narrowed… then he relaxed when Harper came around the bend. She was dressed in her leather armor and had two quivers of javelins across her back. Her true burden, however, was a pair of padded trunks that matched his own. He dropped onto his belly so she’d be able to strap them to his saddle on either side. It took some time to make sure all four bags formed a balanced load, yet they managed it in less than an hour. Harper made sure the javelins were secured where she could reach them, then she climbed onto his back. 
She really isn’t a morning person. It never failed to amuse him how she went about her tasks on autopilot whenever they had morning activities. Once they were in the air the wind would wake her up and she’d be more communicative, but for now she was a lovely zombie. ‘Climb on and I’ll fly us to the city.’
She stepped onto his forearm, and then heaved herself up over the trunks to plant herself in the center of the saddle pad. His heavy back armor required the saddle be custom designed so the ridges didn’t bite into her—they’d learned that the hard way. He twisted his neck to watch and make sure she strapped herself in with all of the harness bands, not wanting a repeat of a disastrous flight where her morning fog had caused her to forget. He still didn’t know how the other three straps had broken and had a strong suspicion someone had tampered with their training saddle. She offered him a vague smile once the last strap was in place, then reached out to tap her finger against the tip of his muzzle. He blew a hot breath across her face before turning so he could begin his run up the canyon.
Spreading his wings, he hurled them skyward with a flex of his legs and then began to sweep the leathery appendages down. He gained altitude swiftly, which prompted Harper to gasp as the wind blasted her in the face on his first adjustment dive. Fort Talon wasn’t too far away, so it was a waste to gain too much height, and that meant he spent his time gliding in between forcing himself upward. He’d noticed she had forgotten to slip her crystal goggles over her eyes, though he hadn’t commented because he knew it would wake her up. The fact she smacked him on the back of his neck just caused him to hiss in amusement.
“You’re supposed to remind me to wear my goggles!” she shouted.
‘If I did that, you’d still be asleep—now you’re wide awake and ready for whatever exit briefing we get. I wouldn’t want you to miss any important details,’ he replied while broadcasting smug amusement at her. She thumped his back armor again and he wobbled the two of them from side-to-side in retaliation.
“Nemmy, don’t make me seasick, please. I haven’t had breakfast yet.”
‘Neither have I, and I’ll need at least a light snack if we’re going to be flying a hundred miles or more today.’
“You’re right, I’ll make sure they bring a goat or pig around for you.”
‘Goat, please. They keep the pigs nice and plump, and while I love that I don’t want to weigh myself down.’
“You got it.”
He passed over Fort Talon, then banked into the wind to slow his flight. As he crossed the walls once more he saw Talia’s golden scales shining in the sun, so he flapped his wings forward to stall his momentum. As he dropped, he glided to come in for a landing beside her. ‘Talia, you beat me!’ he called. She glanced over and arched her neck as she looked down her muzzle at him. 
The gold dragon was still sleek, though her scales had thickened and formed a beautiful pattern across her hide, the plates overlapping until they became tiny coins traveling down her tail. She had a crest that rose from her eyes and traveled down her neck. The leathery ridge merged with her shoulders, then resumed in two parallel rows that went all the way to her tail. Her wings were also not as long as his, yet the leathery vanes traveled halfway down her tail with fingers that extended from her spine to let her maneuver with incredible grace. She was nearly thirty feet long and her wings extended about forty feet across. Her legs were thicker than his, though her claws weren’t nearly as sharp. She blew a smoke ring into the air. 
“I could hardly sleep. It’s been so long since I’ve been away from Fort Talon—I can’t wait to see more of the world,” she said. Unlike him, Talia had no trouble forming audible words in her true form. Her reptilian lips peeled back from her fangs as she mimicked a human smile. He noticed a young man escorting someone nearby flinch at the expression and let out an amused hiss. 
‘Your smile is still scaring the humans, I see,’ he teased. She huffed a cloud of smoke from each nostril and reached up with one clawed limb to scratch the underside of her jaw. Nemesis folded his legs under him so Harper could climb down. His partner gave one of his neck scales a firm scratch before she undid her straps. 
“Nemmy, I’m going to go and ask them to bring the goat for you. Do you need anything, Talia?” Harper asked as she reached the pavement stones. The golden dragon turned her attention to his rider and shook her large head.
“Kaia made sure I ate a cow last night; I won’t be hungry until we reach the mountains.”
“Damn, I should have thought of that. Sorry, Nemmy,” Harper cursed as she looked up at him. Nemesis leaned his head down and carefully brushed her hair back with the tip of one horn.
‘Don’t fret. I ate a large meal three days ago, so I’ll be fine with the goat. If I thought I was going to be starving I would have gotten my own meal yesterday. Besides, we can hunt while we fly if we have to,’ he sent her. She nodded and turned to head toward the stables so she could arrange for his meal.
“She’s so attentive,” Talia said as she watched Harper go. Then the gold dragon turned her head back to meet his gaze— he immediately had to blink at the emotions coming off of her. Talia almost felt… jealous? Perhaps envious would be a better term. “Have you kissed her yet?”
The abrupt question threw him off. ‘Have I what?’ he demanded. His jaw dropped open while he tried to process what she’d asked him. She scraped a claw along the bottom of her throat, watching him. He could sense a strange blend of curiosity, amusement, and reproach coming from her.
“You can’t stay so naïve forever, Nemesis. Harper loves you. You love her, you can take a compatible form, so there’s nothing stopping you two. Once we’re away from here no one would have to know.”
Nemesis closed his eyes for a moment as he took that in. She’s not wrong, and it isn’t like Persephone hasn’t made enough jokes for me to know what people expect to happen. But… that would change things between us. Now that the idea had been dragged into the open, however, Nemesis had a hard time keeping it from consuming his thoughts. Would it change things for the worse, though? He acknowledged that he was greedy—he was a dragon, after all. If he risked it and Harper pulled away, he wasn’t sure he could handle her trying to separate from him. Their partnership was irrevocable, barring a few types of rare magic. There were enough established partnerships around for him to observe that not every dragon and rider bonded in a positive manner; one look at the way Jaden and Cambus interacted was enough to show how twisted the bonds could grow.
Talia stared at him with a knowing expression and he forced himself to meet her gaze. ‘Is that what you’re doing with Kaia?’ he shot back. It was her turn to look stunned and he felt surprise, shock, and more than a hint of embarrassment radiate from the gold. She ducked her head and looked away and he caught himself before he blurted the first foolish thing that came to mind. She is! She and Kaia… I wouldn’t have imagined. Though, now I want to… He’d grown enough to acknowledge when urges came to him, and his heightened mental abilities gave him a wide variety of tools to envision things. He had to force himself to respect her mental privacy, however, as the temptation to peek at her memories rose in him. 
He let the conversation stall, since he didn’t want to push her when she was feeling off balance. Talia was his friend and one of the few dragons who could keep up with him mentally—he had no interest in alienating her. Still, the sheer physical draw both females produced in him mixed with the idea of them entwined, and he shifted uncomfortably on the stones as he tried to avoid letting his imagination cause bodily embarrassment. Besides, I shouldn’t be thinking of them… I was just thinking about how much I care about Harper. Yet turning his thoughts back to Harper in his current state did nothing to cool his blood. 
Fortunately, the sudden presence of Artax gliding over them finally did the job of calming his raging hormones. The large blue swept over the two of them and let out a bugle to announce his presence. The long-legged dragon trotted as he touched down, then circled them twice before he dropped onto his stomach. Min slid down with a speed that revealed she hadn’t been wearing her harness. 
Nemesis snorted and ran his crimson gaze over her saddle arrangement. She’s going to get herself killed, he mused. ‘You should make sure she wears her straps,’ he projected to Artax. The blue let out a rumble and turned his head to look back at the leather-and-steel contraption on his back. Min favored the crossbow for her ranged weapon, yet Artax was large enough that she’d gotten a crank-drawn arbalest mounted on his saddle. The thing held tracks for three bolts at a time and was enchanted to cock quickly. The drawback was the pivot which limited her ability to adjust the vertical aim. She could turn it to either side, though she couldn’t aim above or behind her partner. 
Artax, never the most outspoken dragon, simply grumbled and lowered his head to the stone plaza. A moment later, he folded his huge wings to his sides and Nemesis noticed he had six trunks strapped above the leathery limbs. Given Artax’ greater size and strength that wasn’t going to be a hindrance, but it did annoy him the two of them had more possessions. Unfair advantages abound, he muttered at himself. 
“Nemesis is right, you shouldn’t let your rider skip her safety procedures—the harness could save her life someday,” Talia said as she leaned her head in Artax’ direction. The blue let out a faint hum as he looked over his shoulder again. The big dragon rarely disagreed with Talia. Nemesis chalked it up to most dragons taking a subservient role toward females, though he’d never felt the impulse himself. Well, at least when Persephone isn’t flashing her aura. He wasn’t insane enough to challenge the silver dragon and he doubted he ever would be.
As though his thoughts had summoned her, the silver-haired girl skipped out of a nearby tower and clapped to get their attention. “Hey! We’ll have your meals brought in a moment. I wanted to make sure you all knew what to expect.” She put her hands on her hips and stared at them. “The empire isn’t going to be there to bail you out if you challenge something stronger than you, so you need to be sure of yourselves before you start a fight. There’s no shame in working together. Also…” She paused for a moment as though debating what to say. “When the legion arrives and the frontiersmen arrive, you’re not obligated to make your nests at the outpost. As long as you’re reachable, you have the freedom to claim some space in the mountains or other areas. All the law dictates is that you must be within ten miles. Don’t ever forget that you’re Scaleguard dragons. I don’t want to hear about my students turning feral.”
Nemesis felt a twinge of relief at the idea he wouldn’t be forced to live within the confines of a military base. There had been days when just having the mental noise of Fort Talon nearby had stressed him. Soon after he’d achieved his elven form he’d been forced to learn how to shield his mind from the thoughts and feelings of the humanoids. He found they produced a kind of psychic haze in large numbers, much like a flock of crows produced a cacophony with their constant cawing. Persephone had warned him that he’d likely grow more and more sensitive to others each time he raised his mental scores. Magus dragons could sense and manipulate mana more clearly as they developed, and she had a feeling his powers would work similarly. 
He turned his head as the scent of goat reached his nostrils. Several stablemen were escorting animals onto the plaza, yet his attention was drawn to Instructor Glaive. The man was leading Harper, Min, and Kaia toward them and had a scroll held in one hand. It radiated a presence that hinted it had been in contact with some powerful being.
“Alright, time to relay the words of the Immortal,” Glaive said in a calm tone, unrolling the parchment.
Then came their official orders.




Chapter twenty-two

“The Immortal bids you expand the empire in his name. He desires the lands to the south of the Obsidian Peaks and has charged you with the conquest of the spirit beasts that stand between his legions and expansion. Your term of service shall last no less than ten years and no more than five hundred. Know that you are bound to obey the orders of your superiors in the Scaleguard and that you are expected to cooperate with his agents wherever you shall meet. Refusal to follow commands is grounds for execution. Go forth, for the glory of the empire.” 
Glaive’s recitation of the document was chilling as the full power of the paper’s aura washed over them. Nemesis knew without a shadow of a doubt the being who penned that scroll could destroy him. He burned with resentment at the audacity of the words… yet he couldn’t refute the power in them. The empire was a society where outside the rule of laws, might made right, and the laws were backed by the might of Kolos and the Immortal. He clenched his jaws to contain the desire to hiss in annoyance. One day I’ll be strong enough to do as I choose, he swore.
Harper came to stand by him; she didn’t even blink as his head came down to close around the body of the goat. His jaws crunched and all it took was a few grinding motions before he was able to swallow the whole carcass down. None of the others paid attention to a dragon eating, just as Nemesis didn’t even glance over at the sounds produced by Artax eating a pair of pigs. It certainly didn’t stop Glaive from beginning his lecture.
“You’re to fly a hundred and eighty miles southwest along the Gran River until you reach Lake Tarn—there you will clear a space to make it easy for gryphons to land. The legion will send an advanced party of gryphon riders before they arrive, and you will treat them with respect. Remember that gryphons aren’t capable of speech and are very territorial, but they won’t challenge you as long as you give their handlers space. You are expected to find and establish a nest for yourself, but each of you is responsible for maintaining the safety of the landing area. The gryphon riders will be mapping out the outpost and setting down stakes to survey the walls. Your main job is going to be finding and eliminating spirit beasts capable of threatening the legion troops coming to garrison the outpost.”
While Glaive spoke, Persephone watched them with an intense expression that Nemesis wasn’t used to seeing on her face. He met her gaze and she cocked an eyebrow at him. When her forehead wrinkled between her eyebrows, he recognized the face she made when she was trying to reach him with her mind. He tuned his mental ‘ear’ to her and caught her mid-sentence: ‘… going to have to watch Jaden and Cambus when they arrive. They have strong contacts in the empire and a willingness to throw their political weight around. We both know Cambus resents your intelligence and feels threatened by you. If he can get away with it, he won’t hesitate to take you off the board.’
He couldn’t restrain the hiss that slipped between his fangs. ‘What am I supposed to do when the empire will kill me if I disobey, yet Jaden might order me into a situation where I die if I do follow his commands?’ his question carried frustration and rage to Persephone and her eyes narrowed in response.
‘Easy, Nemmy. You’re expected to develop and grow and that is what you have to do. My suggestion is that you make the most out of your time hunting spirit beasts. The legion will take months to organize and begin their march, and they won’t move nearly as fast as a flying dragon. You’ll have to use that time to hit C-Rank.’
‘C-rank? How am I supposed to rise that far?’
‘Hunt. Kill. Dominate. You’re a dragon, make it happen,’ she said with a cold mental tone that carried the iron-hard determination which had carried her to A-rank. Nemesis felt a physical chill wash over his scales and withdrew from the mental connection. He closed his eyes and summoned his rankings.
Nemesis: current rank, D6. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental D5
Lethality D3
Defensive D8
Physicality D7
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
He felt frustration boil in his guts over the lack of progress he’d made over their decade of cultural lessons and classes on how to blend in as a human. They’d trained him to be a war machine, to attack fortifications, and to battle other dragons—nothing that suited his strengths. She expects me to rise six ranks in a few months? There’s no way I’ll be able to pull it off… He opened his eyes once more and realized that Glaive had finished his lectures and the other riders had begun mounting their dragons. Harper was standing at his side rubbing her palm against the scales of his neck. 
“Ready to go?” she asked. He bobbed his head, so she climbed onto his leg and leaped up and over the padded trunks on his side. Once she was straddling his saddle, she began strapping herself in with deft hands. 
‘Yeah, faster we get there the safer we’ll be,’ he sent. Then he began relaying everything Persephone had said to him as he ran across the plaza and took to the sky. It was a benefit that he could establish a mental bridge between them, as it allowed them to communicate while the wind raced past. 
‘Wow, so Persephone wants you to hit C-rank in six months?’ Harper asked, radiating incredulous disbelief—he agreed wholeheartedly. He tipped his wings and came around in a smooth curve before taking station behind Artax on his right. Talia had positioned herself the same distance away on the blue’s left. One of the oddities of flying in formation was that Artax’ disruption of the wind assisted them in their flight. Nemesis certainly wasn’t going to turn down the benefits of the larger dragon taking the lead.
‘Basically, yeah. She told me to hunt, kill, and establish dominance.’ 
‘Wait, did she say those exact words?’
‘No, her exact words were Hunt. Kill. Dominate. Each pronounced distinctly, why?’ It was no effort at all to recall the phrase Persephone had used. She’d said them so intensely he wasn’t sure he’d be able to forget even if he wanted to. For some reason, he felt Harper emanate confusion and shock.
‘There was a dragon who challenged the empire, flying a banner with those words embroidered on it. She fought Kolos to a standstill, but the Immortal tipped the scales. He drove a spear through her chest and she retreated. No one has seen her since. Everyone called her Nightshade.’ 
‘When was this?’ he asked, surprised he hadn’t heard about this before. A dragon going toe-to-toe with Kolos was something he’d have remembered learning. Harper felt pensive, making Nemesis wonder if she regretted mentioning it.
‘Nightshade’s rebellion took place about a hundred years ago, though her death was never confirmed. The Immortal issued a statement about two years after she was driven off, reporting that she would never threaten the empire again. Her followers were rounded up and executed, though not many of them survived the battle with Kolos. It’s weird that Persephone would quote her like that. Most Scaleguard don’t like even mentioning her. I found the story in one of the history books on Kolos’ battles.’
Nemesis fell silent as he focused on flying. The regular pump of his wings soothed the confused emotions tormenting him as he tried to grasp the significance of what Harper had told him. Persephone’s been serving the empire for hundreds of years. She’s reached A-rank and might even be capable of hitting S-rank… is she avoiding growing further because she fears Kolos? Did she know Nightshade… did she serve Nightshade? She’s been warning me to avoid gaining Kolos’ attention for years. Is she hoping I’ll grow to S-rank and pick up where Nightshade left off?
His mind churned and his thoughts were aimless for a time, then the river below guided his mind back to their mission. Artax banked, putting them on track to follow the Gran until they reached the mountains. Despite their flight speed, it would take at least two days to reach the Obsidian Peaks, possibly three if something happened to slow them down. He kept his senses sharp, as the farther they traveled from Fort Talon into the wilderness, the more likely it was they’d run into a dangerous beast, though the empire had a lower population of those than elsewhere. Kolos saw to that. 
Harper fairly pulsed with various emotions: concern, confusion, frustration… even a bit of rage. He suspected she was going through a similar mental struggle as he was, yet he didn’t doubt her concern was for him. The empire’s laws saw her sold into slavery to pay off her parent’s debt. She’s been dedicated to the idea that we help people, but we’ve never talked about whether she thought the empire was the best way to do that. The Scaleguard offered us training and the resources to grow… yet we didn’t investigate if there were alternatives. We might well have walked into a situation that will kill us if we’re not careful. More and more, I’m thinking the empire is not our friend.
‘Harper, I know Kolos is S-rank, but how intelligent is he?’ His question caused Harper to twitch on his back; the prolonged silence had probably left her feeling like he was done talking. He felt bad for startling her, though he couldn’t deny a faint amusement at the way she jumped. ‘See? This is why you wear the harness,’ he teased. 
‘Shut up,’ she said in return. He let out a hiss and pushed a sense of mental laughter toward her. ‘Anyway, to answer your question… I don’t know. Every time a spirit beast goes up in rank their abilities rise, but it builds off what was already there. An S-rank fungus is technically sapient, but it won’t be very smart. Cambus is proof that applies to dragons as well. He has a certain cunning, but he can barely form sentences, and Artax doesn’t speak at all. They’ll get smarter when they reach C-rank, but who can say how smart that will make them when they reach their peak?’
Nemesis chewed on that for a moment. He scanned the ground beneath them and confirmed there were no threats present. ‘What category does Kolos fall under?’ he finally asked. He spread his emotional awareness outward and felt mostly boredom radiating from the others. Talia and Kaia showed undercurrents of affection, while Artax and Min were just numb. The most important thing was that he didn’t feel any foreign emotions encroaching on their airspace. 
‘They’ve never hidden that he’s primarily a War dragon. His breath attack is a black flame that corrodes and burns everything it touches, and he’s wiped out small towns with it. There’s no record of him taking human form or using magic, so most believe he’s a Mount. But there’s persistent claims he’s also Magus. If he’s War and Mount It would make lethality and physicality his highest areas,” Harper said.
‘Just like Cambus,’ said Nemesis in return. Harper projected silent agreement and he felt her scratch one of the thick scales on his neck. ‘Of course, even if he was once as dumb as Cambus, now that he’s S-rank he’s probably much smarter. People have heard him speak, right?’
‘Yeah, he’s even taken tactical command of dragon flights when the Immortal was occupied. It’s definitely safe to assume he’s at least as smart as you are now… probably smarter.’
Nemesis mentally grumbled in discontent. I suppose it is too much to hope that the people standing in my way could be conveniently stupid and feeble. I’ve never been particularly lucky. He tilted his head as something began to register on his senses. ‘Something is approaching,’ he warned Harper. 
He began searching the skies, not sure what he was feeling. It wasn’t a clear emotion, and it wasn’t thoughts… He just knew something wished them harm and was getting closer by the moment. Fortunately, Harper didn’t doubt him. He heard her blowing the shrill signal whistle in an alert pattern to warn Kaia and Min. Still, try as he might he couldn’t see anything. 
Talia and Artax were also scanning the skies, so he dropped back and swept behind Talia to shift the angle he was watching—less than a second later, the move saved him as a massive bird streaked through the space he had just occupied. The creature had glassy wings and shimmered in blues and whites. That was all Nemesis had time to see before it blurred past him and snapped its wings open to arc upward, trying to regain altitude. The bird resembled a hawk except for the fact it was as large as Artax. Frustratingly, it was also out of range for his breath attack. 
Artax opened his blue jaws and exhaled a brilliant streak of lightning. The harsh bolt caused Nemesis to flinch as the light dazzled his eyes. When it hit the bird, however, the creature seemed to absorb the lightning. ‘Thunderbird!’ he called to Harper. He had to bank once more to avoid a cloud of small lightning bolts that exploded out in every direction. Despite his attempts to dodge, one of the arcs struck his wing and he smelled burning as his flesh cooked under the electrical attack. He opened his mouth and let out a roar of pain. Artax opened his jaws to breathe again, but stopped when Min called something to him. 
Talia used her speed to climb, and then exhaled a cloud of fire into the bird’s path. The creature flapped its wings hard, sending a torrent of rain into the fire. Steam exploded outward when the two attacks hit and Talia let out a cry of pain, though Nemesis couldn’t see what had harmed her. He felt rage churn to life in his stomach—it inspired him to pump his wings in an effort to draw closer to the bird. The sharp snap of Min’s arbalest went off and three crossbow bolts flashed across the sky to hit the thunderbird’s wing. The creature’s beak parted and a deafening shriek split the sky, which triggered a thunderous boom that caused the winds around them to go berserk.
Nemesis snapped his jaws shut and held back the attack he had been about to release. He couldn’t risk spewing acid into the air with the winds flying in random directions. The chances of hitting Harper or one of his comrades was too great.
Then the bird pivoted midair and dove straight for him.




Chapter twenty-three

‘Nemesis, don’t use your breath—this bird is strong, its meat will help us grow,’  Harper called to him just before he released his acid into the creature. He swallowed once more and mentally cursed as he changed his plans. On either side of Harper’s saddle sat a quiver of javelins for her. He’d dragged the bones from the turtle he’d killed out of his lake so she could have the legs made into javelins and twelve sat in the quivers. The bones of spirit beasts made durable weapons, and these had served her well. Behind her seat, however, was a weapon uniquely prepared for him. 
‘Flip the latch on the pack,’ he ordered, mind racing. He reached behind her with his telekinesis and felt her undo the bindings that held the wide box closed. She kicked a heel into his side to let him know the bundle was open. It took a few seconds for him to grasp the cargo of that box… and in that time the bird had come even closer—its arcs of lightning were starting to snap and pop as they burned at his scales. Harper let out a grunt of pain when one bolt burned her somewhere. 
Inside the box that made up the back of his saddle sat dozens of six-sided shell pieces carved from the turtle he’d killed. Their edges had been carefully sharpened, then they’d drilled holes through the centers so they could rest on dowels and keep them from shifting around during flight. Nemesis grasped them with his mind and lifted them off the pegs to start them spinning above Harper. A second later, he threw them forward with the full power of his consciousness.
The bird let out a squawk when it saw the cloud of blades rise up and it began to back wing in an attempt to break free from its dive. While it was smart enough to realize what was coming, it lacked the speed to avoid it completely. The shell pieces passed harmlessly through the lightning field and soon meaty thumps echoed over the sound of the wind when Nemesis drove weapon after weapon into its body. 
‘Artax, catch the body as it falls, we don’t want to let our meal escape,’ Nemesis ordered. The blue let out a bellow, his wings folded, and he curved to chase the rapidly descending bird downward. Nemesis wasn’t sure the bird had actually died yet, though it was falling in an uncontrolled spiral that would lead to its body being splattered across the ground if they didn’t catch it. He could have used his telekinesis to stop the falling carcass, but he didn’t see the need when Artax was right there.
Talia swept in a circle around them as she sought out any sign that the thunderbird hadn’t been alone. Nemesis did the same with his mental awareness. His crimson eyes closed as he pumped his wings to hold position and do his search. Nothing impinged on his senses, so he let out a bass cough as he began to descend. The sound was a signal for Talia, who rippled through the sky as she began to follow them down. Nemesis turned his eyes below and saw that Artax had successfully caught the huge bird and was almost to the top of a hill near the river.
‘Are you hurt?’ he asked Harper. She had cried out, so he wanted to make sure she wasn’t hiding a serious injury. He’d come to know her and didn’t doubt that she’d conceal being hurt from him if she thought it would help him somehow. It wasn’t a trait he wanted to encourage.
‘Yeah, I got a little scorched by some of the lightning, but just a few burns. The electricity was getting stronger the closer the bird got though, did you notice?’ 
“I did. You were probably right about the acid breath; it had enough control of the wind that it might have blown it back at you.’ That had been one of his concerns, though he’d been willing to risk it in the heat of the moment while the creature dove straight at him.
‘Huh, I didn’t even think about that. Glad you didn’t breathe on it, then.’ 
Nemesis hissed and had to resist the urge to telekinetically swat his partner. He knew she cared more for his safety than her own, and he loved her for her loyalty. Would it kill her to consider the dangers to herself, even a little? Maybe we can find some cultivation technique that will grant her resistance to poison and acid. Though, how we’ll do that while sitting in the middle of an uncivilized mountain range, I have no clue. Nemesis couldn’t deny a thrill at the idea of being away from civilization. Discounting the peace he hoped to find in his mind, he wanted to see more of the world. He’d gone straight from a cage held by smugglers to a cave owned by the Scaleguard. He wanted to make a place of his own and know that it was his. There was a sense of freedom he’d never felt before, and he realized it grew the farther from Fort Talon they flew.
His thoughts were interrupted by the need to watch the ground as he came in for a landing near Artax. The larger blue dragon was crouched over the thunderbird and rumbling in warning, clearly not wanting to give up the carcass. Nemesis rolled his crimson eyes as he listened to Min.
“Artax! Calm down and remember that it was Nemesis who killed the thunderbird. Now, I’m going to get down and carve out the core, and then we’ll discuss how to divvy the meat.”
The noble kept a firm hand on her dragon, mostly because of Artax’ limited intelligence. The blue let out an unhappy sound and backed up three steps. Talia came down next to him—Nemesis tensed as he waited to see if the blue would react to protect his prey. Instincts could be hard to fight, though Artax managed it. Min climbed off his back and dropped to the ground with a thud. She hadn’t waited for Artax to lie down, and Nemesis was impressed with the ease she showed in absorbing the fall. The blue’s back was a ten-foot drop to the ground thanks to his long legs. 
For his part, Nemesis focused his mind on reclaiming his shell pieces. He wrapped his consciousness around them and pulled them free of the body, one after another. Soon, all thirty-six weapons were lazily spinning in the air over the thunderbird. Before he could put them away, however, Harper scratched the base of his neck. “Don’t even think about storing those without washing them,” she said out loud. Her command caused Talia and Kaia to laugh, though Nemesis had to hold back a rumble of complaint.
‘I wasn’t going to!’ he protested. He projected his mental voice loudly enough for all of them to hear. Even as he spoke in his own defense, he maneuvered the blades one by one to dunk them in the river. Spinning them rapidly in the water did a good job of clearing the blood and viscera off of them, so he was able to begin slotting them back onto the pegs in short order.
“Uh-huh,” Harper said with a snort. She unstrapped herself and slid off of his back, then hopped to the ground. He watched Artax carefully as his rider approached the carcass, but the blue remained calm. That let Nemesis relax and he folded his legs under him and let his tail sweep from side-to-side as he waited for the riders to decide who got to eat what. He sensed water mana within the corpse, which meant parts of it would be good for him… though the majority of its mana was lightning. 
‘Artax should get most of the meat. Lightning mana isn’t going to help Talia or me,’ he pointed out. The riders turned to look at him and he swore they were smirking.
“Yes, Nemmy, we were just talking about that,” Harper replied. She waved a hand toward Min as the human pulled her arm out of the creature’s chest. The girl was bloody from shoulder to fingertips, though she hadn’t hesitated around the corpse. He found that impressive given how squeamish she had been on their ride to Fort Talon. When she held up the core, he grimaced at the thing. The gemstone was radiating wind mana in a clear throb—utterly useless to him. But not, he realized, for Talia. 
“So, I think we should give Nemesis the head and the liver, as those are soaked in water mana. We can give Talia the core, since the wind mana will help her… then we let Artax have the rest of the body. Seem fair to everyone?” Min asked. Nemesis nodded his head in agreement and saw Talia do the same. Artax merely watched. The drool running down his blue jaws suggested he was more than ready to take care of his share. 
Harper freed her blade from the wooden shelf affixed to her back and brought it around in a fast sweep. The blow took the dead bird’s head off in a single stroke, and after sheathing the weapon again she reached down to hook her fingers through a nostril. She lifted the head and carried it to Nemesis without issue. Min, meanwhile, passed the core over to Kaia so the redhead could deliver it to Talia. Min had drawn a long dagger and motioned for Artax to roll the body over to its back so she could get to its organs and harvest the liver. 
‘Mmmm, brains,’ Nemesis sent to Harper as she set the head before him. ‘Are you all going to cultivate?’ He knew the humanoids had to use a special meditation practice to draw mana into them, while he simply had to eat his enemies, though he didn’t understand the intricacies of why they chose to meditate where they did sometimes. Areas of high mana density were obvious, but they seemed far pickier about the affinities around them than he was. 
Harper had started rummaging through one of the trunks on his side and she paused while drawing out a wrapped food bundle. “I won’t get much out of cultivating here, you know I do better surrounded by earth. So, I am going to have lunch,” she said. He paused in the act of pulling the beak off the bird’s head to nod.
Harper had a stone and metal affinity, which meant a subterranean environment with high mana density helped her develop more. When they’d been allowed to spend more time together, she had cultivated in his cave, since his presence improved the density. He also knew she’d begun a very painful process of swallowing metallic powders to start converting her bones into a stronger material… the smell each time they took effect were awful. ‘So you’re on watch, then?’ he asked. 
She let out a laugh. “And so are you, after you’ve eaten that head. Get to it.” She gave his side a slap as she unwrapped the roasted leg she planned to eat for lunch. He flared his nostrils and took in the scent of mutton, though it was steeped in metal mana. He turned his attention back to the bird’s head and finished tearing its beak free. He examined the head for a moment then decided it was small enough to swallow. With a flick of his neck, he closed his jaws around it and lifted his head vertically. The feathers tickled his throat as he worked at swallowing it, and for just a moment it stuck. He let out a cough as he managed to muscle it down, then rapidly blinked his crimson eyes to clear the tears away.
He lowered his eyes to find Harper staring at him. ‘You should really consider chewing your food,’ she sent to him after she placed her fingers on his foot. ‘Greedy thing.’ Affection and amusement radiated from her, and he felt the compassion that drove her to tease him for it in private. He lowered his head and rubbed his muzzle across her shoulder, returning the feelings.
‘I… may have underestimated its size a bit,’ he admitted. He narrowed his mental focus so he was speaking with her alone. ‘The water mana is a nice bonus, though this won’t be bringing any scores up. I can’t believe a thunderbird had the gall to attack three dragons…’
Harper had seated herself against his forelimb and was leaning into his scales while she ate. One thing she’d said she enjoyed about their bond was the fact that she could speak with him while eating and didn’t have to stop to chew. ‘Well, thunderbirds aren’t known for being brilliant animals… and I am guessing this one might have been dumber than most. It probably  sensed the lightning mana in Artax and couldn’t resist the chance to grow. A dragon is worth more than the average spirit beast for improving a creature’s evolution.’
He let his breath out in a huff and lifted his head to scan the land around them. The hill they were on was bare of trees, though the forest began downslope and he saw signs that the land had been cleared and replanted at some point. It’s not even proper wilderness here. The humans have cleared the wilds and planted a tame mockery in its place. They cull the spirit beasts and keep the mana density from rising to avoid more developing. The empire’s lands are kept empty and sedate… with most of their citizens in poverty. He glanced down at Harper and used the tip of one horn to brush her hair away from her face. He hadn’t forgotten that she’d been a slave when they had met. 
He and Harper had spoken about the differences between commoners and cultivators before. When he’d asked why more of the kingdom didn’t cultivate, she’d said that the empire had developed a system of mana syphons to direct the excess life force to move from the kingdom toward the imperial capital. She said the human empire keeps its outliers weak and vulnerable, but their greed demands constant expansion. Yet the fact that they kill off the spirit beasts means the mana they demand remains in short supply. 
He sighed at the stupidity of the humanoids. Dragons aren’t the only creatures that increase the density of mana around them, many spirit beasts do. The empire prefers its citizens to be safe and weak, instead of strong and secure. He narrowed his eyes as he considered the words Persephone had spoken to him: Hunt. Kill. Dominate. He ran his tongue across his fangs to clear the taste of blood from them.
They’re good words to live by.




Chapter twenty-four

The rest of the day’s flight was uneventful. Artax returned to the lead, and by nightfall they found a cattle ranch marked with the Scaleguard flag.  If our lessons were accurate, then we can each select a meal from the herd for our dinner and the military will pay for it. He stretched his spine and rolled his wings before settling them against his ribs. Harper climbed down, giving him a scratch of her fingers against his scales.
“You want me to have them cut up a steer?” she asked with a smile. He tilted his head to the side and let out a series of clicking sounds as he drew air in through his nostrils. The scent of meat came to his nose and he hissed softly as he made his decision.
‘A small one, not ready to breed,’ he sent back. His stomach was rumbling and he knew he needed to eat, yet he didn’t want to be digesting the entirety of the next day. He turned his gaze on Talia and saw that she had declined a meal. Given she had eaten most of the thunderbird, that didn’t shock him. Artax, however, was staring at a full-grown bull and drooling around his fangs. 
“Steers can’t breed—they’re small because they cut the balls off,” Harper pointed out with a chuckle. She motioned toward the house. “You guys going to be good out here while we sleep in the guest lodge?”
Nemesis rumbled in thought. ‘With the schedule we’re on, I don’t want to deal with the stomach cramps from shifting while digesting. I’ll be fine. I didn’t see any sign of spirit beasts lurking around the ranch when we came in for a landing. I am sure Artax, Talia, and I can handle anything that might show up.’ 
She nodded. “Kaia is going to do a quick examination of the border formations to ensure the barriers remain active. If there’s an issue, she and Talia will fix it. Min’s going to check on the wranglers for signs of infection.” Harper grimaced at the last task. 
Nemesis couldn’t blame her. Mana sickness among the mortals who don’t cultivate is disturbing. I don’t understand why they don’t all put the work in to develop their natures… it improves their health and longevity. He reached up with a clawed foot and scratched the underside of his jaw. ‘You don’t think any of them are experimenting with beast cores, do you?’ he sent, ensuring his mental voice was focused solely on her, not wanting the question to get out.
Harper paled at the idea and scrunched her brows as she used their mental connection to reply. ‘I hope not. Practiced cultivators can draw in the mana safely, but the corruption that comes from novice attempts can lead to madness and mutation—you know what we’ll have to do if we find any.’
Nemesis inclined his head. ‘Yes, extermination and burning. I’ll never grasp the mortal refusal to learn a proper technique… Why chance the death caused by absorbing an unprocessed beast core when you can just learn to draw in ambient mana?’
She sighed and reached up to pull her hair out of the braids as she thought it over. He could feel her thinking, though he kept the connection light enough that he wasn’t raiding her mind. ‘True cultivation takes work. Discipline and a willingness to endure pain and discomfort. Some people just want power to come swiftly, and they’ll do anything to get it. They don’t take the long-term view. Instead, they just go for a quick burst of power, and a beast core can offer that… even with the side effects.’
Nemesis hissed in distaste. As a dragon he didn’t have to jump through the hoops humanoids did. As long as he killed and ate other spirit beasts, he would eventually grow… though he had come to learn about the dangers of incompatible mana affinities. He appreciated learning how to avoid contaminating his core in a manner that would prevent his future development. The lessons he’d gained from the Scaleguard had shown him how many beasts plateaued because their cores were improperly developed, and thus they never transcended their basic limitations. A spirit beast who killed and ate indiscriminately would still become powerful, yet like humans, they might be driven mad by their practices. 
Further rumination was interrupted by his stomach letting out another growl. Harper grinned at him and raised a hand to wave, then she spun and headed toward the guest lodge. He let himself drop to the ground with a thud and idly swished his tail as he waited for his dinner to be driven in his direction. He let his crimson eyes close and reached out with his mental perceptions in search of any threats to the ranch. The contracts that made the livestock available for the Scaleguard dictated that any dragon seeking a meal must help ensure the surroundings remained clear of danger. His mind’s eye expanded outward and each rancher registered as a bright light to his senses. Two of the cattle were showing signs of increased mental presence, so he sent that information to Harper. When he received her reply, he continued his search.
The surrounding hills didn’t show much in the way of thinking life; the emotions were simple and unrefined. He’d almost abandoned his search when he was shocked by a vibrant glow of mental energy. The luminous mind revealed no emotions, and no true thoughts, yet it pulsed with power similar to the demonic beast he’d killed to achieve his D-rank. The source was utterly stationary and he noticed a void around it—no living creatures came closer than a hundred yards. 
‘There’s a potential threat in the woods to the east. I am going to check it out, though it doesn’t feel like something that could harm me.’ 
His warning to Harper was sent while he rose and leaped from the ground. A few pumps of his wings saw him catching a thermal and spiraling upward. The sun had fallen, and night cast a darkness over the woods surrounding the ranch—perfect for him. He had no magic to enhance the black around him, yet his ebon scales did a good job of the task as he cupped his wings to fly silently. His gaze raked the woods, trying to spot the source of the mental power. Her bond to him gave Harper limited protection against mental attacks, though he didn’t think they’d work against a presence like the one he was feeling. He suspected the lack of wildlife meant the thing drew meals to it and thus no other animals survived its presence.
When he dipped to glide over the spot, he saw that he was right. Then he blinked in confusion. What he had thought was a slim tree in the middle of an empty clearing began to move. Branches descended and he realized he was looking at slim, feminine arms. His gaze ran over the woman and he saw himself looking at a toned, muscular human. He wasn’t sure why she was nude… yet he wasn’t opposed to her appearance. A heat built within him as he tilted his wings and came in for a landing in the open space. Almost on instinct, Nemesis shifted into his humanoid form and strode toward the tall woman.
She had rich, brown hair that hung down to a wide, sculpted rear. He got a wonderful glimpse of her long legs as she spun in dance and motioned for him to approach. He ran his eyes back up from her feet to take in her slim torso and high breasts. I didn’t realize human physiology could be that shape… Why don’t they sag at all? His thoughts were sluggish, yet the heat in his core grew more intense as he walked toward her. She capered a circle around him and her hands slipped into his robes to brush the fabric away from his pale skin. He felt surprised she didn’t ask about his appearance. The pointed ears and crimson eyes tended to be off-putting for those who didn’t know him. She merely smiled and tugged him away from his robes, letting them pool around his feet. 
Nemesis found himself spinning with her, glad he had received training in dance a few years back. His hand cupped one of her round ass cheeks and he tugged her up close. He meant to put his other hand upon her shoulder; instead, his fingers found her breast and squeezed. She let out a yearning noise that caused his heart to hammer in his chest. Her own hands had found his manhood and began to caress it to life. He’d had to sit through several awkward lessons on humanoid reproduction, and his eyes widened at seeing one of the techniques performed in real life. He opened his mouth to ask a question, and was cut off when the woman kissed him.
His inquiry died as her tongue slipped into his mouth and he felt a ferocious greed rise around him. The woman’s arm looped around his neck and she yanked him closer as she lowered her head to kiss him harder. Sharp teeth pricked his tongue and he tasted blood, yet that only made her more ferocious. The strange woman lifted a leg to loop around his hips and he dug his nails into her ass so he could adjust the stance. A hiss escaped him as a wet heat enveloped his cock. Dimly, Nemesis felt something stirring within him. However, it was drowned out when the woman’s other leg looped around his waist and she used her athleticism to begin sliding rapidly up and down his shaft.
The sudden, overwhelming sensation had the dragon off balance, and he spread his feet to ensure he didn’t fall. The hand on her breast squeezed and rolled the mound as his thumb fumbled over her nipple. He caught mental flashes of how she wanted to be touched and instinctively mimicked them. His hand grew more adept as he twisted her bud between his finger and thumb. Her head fell back and she let a keening sound escape her lips. He allowed her flashes of graphic thought to guide him as his hand adjusted to grip her ass more securely and control the pace of her enthusiastic ride. He felt a lurch inside himself and it shook him even through his raw, bestial instincts. Something isn’t right. 
The high-breasted woman was bouncing with a feral intensity upon his cock and he felt energy churning inside him. Each time she slammed down there was a jolt—attempting to draw on his core. She’s trying to feast on me, he realized suddenly. Self-preservation gave him what he needed to pull up his mental shields. Closing off his mind, Nemesis saw the woman in a new light. She was still beautiful, though now her skin resembled smooth bark and her hair was comprised of long strands of some brown fiber. Her eyes were knots of glowing pearl and her face was devoid of intelligence. I’m letting a plant fuck me! He dug his fingers into her, trying to yank the woman free, yet her physical strength was immense and he couldn’t budge her. Her reaction to his attempt was to twist, which sent them tumbling to the ground of the clearing. The sudden impact drove him even deeper into her cunt and he had to grunt just to control his body’s reaction. 
He yanked his hands away from her body, and then grasped her throat in an attempt to force her to let go. The plant-woman showed no sign of discomfort at being strangled, so he pushed off her neck with the intention of rolling away from her. Sadly for him, she sank wooden claws into the back of his shoulders and clung even tighter. His crimson eyes blazed as he reached for the pouch that had fallen from his waist using his telekinetic abilities. Controlling the fabric with the current distraction was difficult; his training prevailed however, and the flap opened. The only things he carried in the bag were his practice spheres. The stainless steel gleamed in the rising moonlight and he yanked them into the air.
Metal buzzed as he started them spinning around him, then he shot them toward her head. The crack of wood being struck by fast-moving metal was deafening in the quiet clearing and he could see her head thump to the side with each strike. The wooden monstrosity didn’t stop her frantic twisting beneath him, and he groaned as his body betrayed him by pulsing with the pleasure of it. He could feel the danger rising and had a sneaking suspicion a climax would allow the thing to drain his core. He redoubled his efforts with the spheres, and the next blows saw lines of breakage forming across what was, arguably, a beautiful face. His eyes widened when he realized fully what he was looking at.
The thing had stolen Harper’s face! He raked his eyes over the wooden body and saw it was an amalgamation of several females he knew. Kaia’s muscular frame, Talia’s bust, Min’s hips… This plant stole images from my mind to create this illusion? The rage he felt at having his privacy invaded lent force to his next attack, and one sphere struck the wooden temple hard enough to shatter its head. The next orb smashed into its neck and broke the connection between mental power and body. The wood went rigid around him, so he thrashed in an attempt to free himself. A sharp pain between his legs soon stopped him and he realized he had to be… delicate… in extricating himself from his predicament. 
The wooden face twisted and its fibrous hair tried to form tendrils, but he kept one sphere smashing through the bundles to keep it from escaping. The others he put to work in striking the joints on the dead puppet trapping him. Without the guiding energy of the head, the body proved far easier to break. He finally wrenched himself free and reached down to grasp the damaged head. He raised it to his face and glared into the flickering eyes. Through the broken temple, he saw the glimmer of an active core—a predatory smile crossed his lips.
“You intended to eat me and grow stronger… but now it’s my turn,” he said. He didn’t try to hide his malicious gloating as he smiled into the creature’s eyes. He didn’t break eye contact as he used his fingers to break its core free, and then popped it into his mouth. The flood of mental energy that began pulsing in his core was intense. “My thanks.”
He discarded the wooden head and turned to gather his robes. Once they were secure about his person, he resumed his true form and leaped into the air to fly back toward the ranch. 
I think I’ll keep the exact details of this threat to myself… I’m not sure how I’d even begin explaining this to Harper.




Chapter twenty-five

In contrast to his misadventure at the ranch, Nemesis found the rest of the flight to Lake Tarn positively dull. Worse, for Nemesis, was the twin distractions of the core he was absorbing and the strange physical sensations he was trying to grasp.  The creature was like a sponge; it absorbed memories and held them... then it used that stolen information to make a better trap for the people who stumbled across it. I'm sure it used the same tactic on beasts. It must have already devoured several humans to have that knowledge of sexuality… and now it had crammed that knowledge into me.
His head was filled with physical sensations that he shouldn’t have known. He understood how to pleasure women now—he could also remember getting blowjobs. It was confusing. Keeping his eyes off Harper had been difficult, and it was no better when he’d tried to focus on the others in the group. Artax was the only one he didn’t feel a primal draw toward. Though, why didn’t that creature try and seduce me in the form of a dragon?
Fortunately for his runaway thoughts, nothing else challenged the dragons and they were soon among the peaks that sheltered Tarn. Three tall mountains formed a rough triangle, though one had split long ago and had two peaks. The lake was a deep, crystal blue and Nemesis spotted several rivers running into and away from the body of water. Towering trees filled the bowl between the mountains and snow graced their peaks. The aura radiating from the water was enough to cause Nemesis to shift into a circling movement instead of descending.
‘There is something strong down there,’ he broadcast to the others. Harper used her fist to deliver a solid thump to the heavy scales across his back. The blow was a reminder he needed to link the minds of the group to allow them to communicate.
‘Finally done sulking about whatever you encountered in the woods last night?’ Harper asked. Nemesis winced internally that she chose the moment he bonded everyone to prod him; even in jest it stung his ego.
‘No time for teasing. Whatever it is, the presence is making Artax uncomfortable. I can feel his muscles tensing and he’s growling,’ Min interrupted. Her mental tone was firm and all business as she drew back the strings on her crossbow so she was ready.
Talia let out a warning sound, a low keen carrying through the air around them. Nemesis could sense her beginning to radiate a heat that felt uncomfortable across his scales. The golden dragon was capable of producing a truly prodigious flame if she wished. He tilted his head and saw Kaia using a spyglass to examine the lands beneath them. 
‘The mana glass shows a few concentrations we’ll need to be aware of: two spots among the trees, one on the western slope… and a huge spiral in the depths of the lake. That one will have to be taken care of by you, Nemesis, since you’re the only one who can breathe underwater,’ Kaia reported. She lifted a hand to show them where the inscribed spyglass had revealed high levels of ambient energy. 
Talia tossed her head and snorted flames as she arched her wings and then folded them to dive toward the ground. The slender gold used her tail to steer through the air, and Nemesis saw she intended to pass over both woodland concentrations of mana in a single go. ‘Risky to attack without a plan. We should find out what we’re hunting,’ he called.
Artex let out a deep roar as he split off and dropped down in a blue streak aimed at the boulder field Kaia had pointed out. Nemesis hissed in frustration—the blue hadn’t been listening. He spread his own wings and began a spiral pattern over the water. ‘Harper, we need to do this more carefully.’ He felt her agreement, but there was no sign the others were listening. 
The trees shook wildly as Talia approached, and in the next breath one tore from the ground and went flying up at the dragon. Talia artfully twisted and let the huge plant whoosh by. The attack revealed the first source of mana, a towering ape with roots and vines woven through its skin. The beast smashed its fists to its chest in a cacophonous thunder that broke trees all around it. Nemesis estimated the ape had to be at least twenty feet tall… and it was a poor match for Talia. The stream of flames she breathed both set it on fire and sent it careening into the woods. The gold let out a scream of victory as a crimson sphere formed between her jaws. He recognized the spell, even though he wasn’t able to use any himself.
The ball of flame spun and sparked as it soared after the ape and hit it in the back. The primate tumbled through several trees and left debris in its wake, plowing into the earth. Nemesis wasn’t sure if Talia had done it intentionally, but her spell had driven her first opponent directly into her second. This one was a towering colossus, a tree of incredible age and power—and like many things that had evolved to channel the mana around it, it was not defenseless. 
Thunder boomed as the tree sent spears of air into the body of the burning ape. Where air and fire mixed, the explosions blew huge chunks from the flesh of the gorilla. Clouds began to form as the tree drew water mana up from the lake and started calling a storm into being, yet Talia clearly had no interest in letting it get that far. Her jaws opened and she belched an inferno across both the tree and the failing ape. The dragon’s flames burned leaves and ignited the trunk of the tree. Nemesis wasn’t sure if the initial attack would kill the spirit tree, but it certainly finished off the gorilla. 
His attention was drawn to the vicious crack of Artax’ breath. A brilliant bolt of lightning slammed into a swarm of ants that had begun boiling up from the ground. Each of the insects had to be the size of a draft horse and their chitin was studded in granite lumps. The lightning sank into them then fizzled out, nullified by the earth mana. The crossbow on Artax’ back fired and impaled the heads of two ants. Nemesis lost count of how many ants had emerged from the ground, yet Artax didn’t hesitate—the huge blue slammed into the ground and began to lash out with teeth, claws, and tail. Even the sweep of his wings broke the bodies of the stone-covered insects. 
‘Perhaps we are being overcautious,’ Harper sent to him on a tighter mental thread. ‘They seem to have things well in hand. Do you feel up for trying the lake?’ Her question caused him to rumble. Despite their connection, Harper couldn’t breathe underwater, and that meant whatever was beneath the lake was for him alone to handle… ‘You got this, Nemmy!’ He heard the snaps as she undid her harness, and then she dove off his back. 
Nemesis clenched his jaw to avoid letting out a scream of frustration. I hate when she does this! He turned his head and watched as Harper dropped. His eyes were locked on her as she fell. He saw her draw a thin ribbon of silk from a square pad at her belt, then loop it around her forearm. She caught the flapping end with her other hand and spread her arms wide. Inscriptions flared to life along the fabric and it spread wide to form a huge sheet. Wind caught the sheet and it immediately bulged as resistance slowed her descent. The enchanted sash allowed her to control her fall, though he waited until she was angled toward the shore before he folded his wings and dropped into the lake like an ebon spear.
The boom of the water breaking around him deafened him momentarily, but he recovered in mere moments. His tail swept from side to side and pushed his body farther under the surface of the lake. He felt an icy chill spreading across his body and snarled as the cold tried to numb his flesh. Won’t be comfortable in here for long. Best make it quick. His wings spread and cupped the water, then swept back along his ribs to propel himself forward. He sensed a mind ahead of him and turned all of his attention to it. He wasn’t willing to let himself get distracted and killed.
What he saw swimming at him surprised him. A fish? The silver-scaled carp was bigger than he was, perhaps fifty feet in length. Water spun around it like a constant barrier, and Nemesis saw chunks of ice flaking off its body. When the creature opened its jaws, he used one wing and his tail out of reflex to change course just in time to avoid a blast of freezing water that would have carved straight through him. He used a flex of his other wing to direct himself back on course, and then had to do a roll to avoid the fish’s charge. The weight of the beast knocked him off course, and he let out a bellow as its tail struck him on the hip. The force of the blow numbed his leg—worse, he felt ice forming along his lower back.
He shot his head around on his serpentine neck, and his teeth glanced off the carp’s side before catching on a fin. Blood filled the water as he tore through the delicate appendage. However, he took several blows to the skull from the chunks of ice caught in the beast’s orbit in retaliation for the attack. The force of the water funnel around its body tugged his head down and dragged him under the fish. He went with the move, then rolled to use his claws on the carp. His fierce talons carved down the fish’s belly and split its flesh, yet the creature’s size meant the wounds were hardly life-threatening.
A shockwave of freezing-cold water blasted out from the fish and sent Nemesis tumbling. He had to flap his wings beneath the waves to regain his balance, and his tail spun in a fast spiral as he tried to drain his momentum. He gathered his mental energies and forced the water in front of his head to part and create a vacuum that led straight to the carp, then he spat with all his strength. The dark-green acid that streaked from his jaws moved faster than he’d expected, and when it hit the fish it caused scales to bubble and burn. The carp began to thrash in agony and even more waves of icy water pulsed off its body. Nemesis swept his wings from back to front repeatedly, trying to put space between himself and the huge fish.
The fish’s control of the water around it was formidable, too much for Nemesis to maintain the empty void. Water crashed into the tunnel he’d created, and the fish seemed to use the pathway to guide a new attack. A spear of ice erupted out from it, and Nemesis couldn’t help but roar as his black scales were torn just behind his wing. He used his mind to grasp the ice flowing around him and sent it all surging back at his opponent. The creature instinctively tried to turn away from the swarm of projectiles, yet doing so presented its melted belly scales to the ice. The chunks of frozen water slammed into its body one after another, then Nemesis snapped out with his claws to tear the injuries wider.
His crimson eyes narrowed as he saw ice trying to freeze the spreading black veins which carried his poison. The fish is trying to freeze my venom! He spread his jaws and bit down on the fish’s stomach, then spit his acid into the trapped meat. Acid burned into flesh and the fish went wild, thrashing and twisting in its death throes. Nemesis kept his teeth locked around the fish’s rib, unwilling to lose it in the bloody water. Icy mana sought to freeze him, so he had to constantly shift to break the frost forming on his skin. Water mana squeezed at him and he could feel the creature trying to drown him with its power. 
Nemesis was forced to fold his wings close to his body as the buffeting waves threatened to break the fragile bones within. His muscular frame shifted, and he sank the claws on all four legs into his target. Once he’d locked his limbs in place, he tore a chunk of meat from the fish and swallowed, then he bit once more, deeper inside the creature. He spat acid into the injury and the resulting shudder of pain from the fish nearly threw him off. 
He pushed off with his legs and used his tail to gain distance between himself and the bucking beast. Ice hammered his scales—he felt sharp pain as several pieces dug into the open tear on his side. Now that he finally had some distance between himself and his foe, Nemesis got a better look at the spirit beast. Acid and teeth had carved a deep hole in the creature’s stomach… but worse for the fish was the poison that blackened its flesh. The carp opened its jaws and blood vomited forth; then it went still. That took a lot longer than I thought it would, he admitted to himself. He’d expected the thing to die faster, though he wasn’t going to complain about a win.
He swam back to the sinking fish and sank his claws in, then used his tail and wings to drag it upward. The effort strained his wounds, yet he didn’t quit. When his head finally broke the surface of the lake he was quick to look for Harper. She stood on the shore with several dead stone ants at her feet. His heart surged in relief at the sight of her. The worry he’d felt since she leaped from his back faded as he took her in. His eyes flicked and he saw Artax and Min raging through the final dregs of ants, atop a veritable mountain of corpses. He turned until he spotted the smoke-filled inferno that marked Talia’s presence in the woods. The golden dragon rose and fell through the trees, flames churning all around her. He wasn’t sure where Kaia was, though he thought he saw a figure on Talia’s saddle.
Reaching the shore, he heaved the fish onto the bank and nearly collapsed from the effort. His wings drooped against his spine and he had to lurch forward to get his tail out of the water. Harper ran toward him, so he carefully lowered himself onto his stomach allowing her to inspect his injuries. He could feel her worry and suspected she’d never stop yelling at him if he didn’t allow her to look him over.
‘I guess they were right… it was pretty easy.’ 
The blistering string of curses Harper produced as she started tending his wounds warmed his heart. He truly enjoyed listening to the proof that she cared. 




Chapter twenty-six

Talia and Artax soon wrapped up their fights. Nemesis found himself amused by the dilemmas each of them was facing. Talia’s flames had done a brilliant job of destroying the nature-based spirit beasts she had fought… and completely destroyed their bodies. The nature-oriented cores weren’t much use to the dragons, though the air mana in the tree’s might help one of the others. Meanwhile… Artax had hundreds, perhaps thousands of corpses. The bodies of stone ants were  everywhere, each with a tiny core. 
Nemesis himself had finished ripping the core from the enormous carp and had eaten his fill. He lay on his stomach and watched as the humanoids, Artax, and Talia gathered the bodies of all the ants and harvested the useful materials. Harper claims the stone chitin will make excellent trade goods, and Kaia seemed excited to use all those cores in the formations to build the outpost. To be honest though, I’m glad I’m not the one trying to pick up all those bodies. He yawned slowly and his eyes half closed as the internal pressure from the mana he was digesting rose. 
The black dragon had never found himself digesting two powerful cores at the same time before. The spirit tree he’d battled was still churning inside him, releasing mental energy that resonated beautifully with his own core. The carp, however, was primarily water and ice mana. The water mana enhanced pieces of his core, yet the ice did nothing to improve him and he felt waste mana pouring off of his body. Probably should have waited until I had found a cavern to claim before I digested this… the ambient mana would have grown considerably, and it also would have helped Harper.
Despite his impatience, the others were gaining some benefits. Harper, Min, and Kaia each took turns meditating nearby regularly. Artax and Talia both made sure to tear into the carp’s body for the mana-rich flesh as well. The fish had been the most powerful of their foes, and Nemesis wasn’t sure how they’d have beaten it if he hadn’t been able to breathe underwater. It was also fortunate the beast was large enough that not all the flesh was contaminated by his venom. Artax would have had to use a great deal of lightning just to try and stun it long enough for Talia to penetrate the ice with her flames… but could they have pinned the carp down long enough to manage? It surely would have dove to avoid their attacks. Nemesis wasn’t so foolish as to think a spirit beast as powerful as the fish would have allowed them to build an outpost near its shores. 
I wonder if there are psychic formations? It’s annoying that I can’t use any of the ones that Talia and Kaia craft. What is the point of being a variant of the Magus classification if their most powerful tools are completely beyond my reach? Nemesis shifted as he reached up and scratched along one of his horns. The inscription of runes to form complex, solid spells was a tool he envied. As long as Talia had the proper materials to hold the mana she wanted to channel, her inscriptions could do almost anything. Formations channeled mana from cores to create magical effects, and assuming a person had control of their internal mana, they could activate them. Unfortunately, all of Nemesis’ internal mana was slightly different. It gave him some advantages, like his powers penetrating standard mana barriers… yet it left him unable to get a formation to activate. He’d found it intensely annoying for years now.
The reason for his rumination slowly took shape before him. Talia was carefully positioning metal spikes wrapped in silk scarves all around. At first glance it was easy to think she was merely surveying their potential outpost, yet Nemesis knew better. They outlined the walls of the camp first, then several internal buildings, and the color-coded sashes showed how each spike was connected. Each of those metal pieces had a crystal cup of some kind on the top, and that was for cores to be deposited within. Once they began dropping the stone-ant cores into the stakes, their base would begin growing as the formations sucked in ambient mana, mixed it with the pure stone aura, and went to work. 
I could do so many things to defend my caverns if I could manage to create formations, he thought grumpily. He couldn’t help starting in surprise when something thumped him on his front shoulder. 
“Stop sulking, Nemesis. Formations aren’t everything,” Min said from where she stood beside him. He twisted his head around on his neck to regard the blonde woman in surprise. She gave off a sense of amusement and good-natured teasing. 
‘What makes you think I’m sulking?’ he sent to her. His crimson eyes narrowed as he watched her, trying to determine what made her think he was in a disgruntled mood. To his surprise, he felt a flicker of energy that resonated with mental power.
“You always pout when Talia and Kaia are doing big formations. I get it, I can’t use the stupid things either, and it’s annoying as hell. But we both have our skills, right? I’m the best melee fighter among the riders, and you’re the only one who could have killed the big fish—we rock.”
Nemesis wasn’t sure if it was stranger to have Min comforting him, or to realize that her mana resonated more like his own. She gave off psychic energy… and she said she couldn’t use mana to activate formations. He let out a faint hiss as he tried to grasp how he felt about that. Instead of brooding on it, though, he rallied to respond to her. ‘I suppose you’re right. The damned things are just so useful. I always find myself thinking about how much I’d enjoy preparing traps and defenses for my cavern if I could use them.’
She let out a snort. “I’m more of a… perpetually heated bathtub woman myself, but I suppose deadly traps are cool too.”
Nemesis raised his upper lip to reveal his fangs, a form of smile most found unnerving. Min just grinned back happily. She is kind of a meathead, he admitted to himself. For all the education of her noble heritage, Min’s happy with her creature comforts, minor luxuries, and letting others do the thinking for her. Still… that isn’t a bad trait. His gaze ran over her and took in her figure, remembering how the wooden spirit had stolen bits of his thoughts on the women he knew to create its body. His eyes traveled to her hips, and something in his gaze must have revealed his thoughts. Min blushed faintly and looked away. More shocking was the realization that the human woman felt… flattered with the recognition of whatever she had picked up. 
Nemesis stored that information away for later—he’d contemplate it in private. ‘Well, perhaps we can bribe Talia into creating a special building for you to soak in. If we can find her some flame-oriented cores, or a creature steeped in arcana mana, she might be more receptive.’
Min turned back and literally jumped for joy. Her mailed gauntlets banged as she clapped her hands together. “That is a great idea! Only, we shouldn’t do it at the main outpost. If we did it here, we’d have to deal with Jaden stealing it. No, we should set up… a hidden base or something! One we can stuff full of creature comforts, and enjoy knowing Jaden and the garrison won’t bother us.”
That… is a great idea. Nemesis rumbled in the back of his throat and inclined his head in complete agreement. ‘A brilliant plan, Min. Perhaps you and Artax should keep an eye out for the best locations? That way when we do find a good spot, we can talk the others into establishing a private base. It’ll be fun.’
Min practically danced as she spun and jogged off to where Artax had dropped onto his stomach to take a break. Nemesis found the almost childlike glee radiating off the woman to be charming. He was confused when he felt frustration and annoyance cross his senses, then he turned his head and found Harper staring at him, hands on her hips. The half-elf had a focused look that told him she was trying to broadcast something to him, so he quickly sent a tendril of mental energy her way. 
‘—if you’re done flirting, I could use some help sorting these damned stone ants into piles based on harvest and not.’ The mental voice that hit him was almost a shout and he winced at the volume.
‘Okay, easy! I’ll help… and I wasn’t flirting. Min was trying to cheer me up because she thought I was in a bad mood.’
The black dragon reached out with his mind and began wrapping the ants in his telekinetic power. He didn’t find it hard to fill Harper in on the conversation he’d had with Min while he sorted corpses. The process took hours, and in the end, Nemesis had separated all of the bugs, piling their chunks by type. Legs, heads, thorax, abdomens, meat—all divided and stacked. Harper had taken it on herself to carve out all of the cores, and they’d bagged them in sacks of ten. The worker ant cores were nothing special, though they were great for fueling the formations. The soldier ants, however, had stronger cores that would sell well. Min and Artax received the core of the queen ant, which was the truly valuable one. I’ll have to talk to Min again. If I can get her to trade for that queen core, I should. The stone aura will help Harper cultivate, and I am sure I saw traces of metal in the queen’s carapace. It’s perfect for her.
Given the recent exchange he’d had with Min, he was sure he could convince her to trade away the core—all he had to offer her was creature comforts and she’d be happy. When he regarded the result of their labors, Nemesis realized something. The humanoids had ended up with a staggering stack of meat that turned out to be safe for them to eat; while that was a good thing, the food also required a great deal of effort to properly store. Kaia had taken time off from expanding the outpost to build a temporary smoke house that would preserve the meat for them, hopefully long enough for them to establish a true storage facility.
The cores had kept the formations churning, and as a result, the riders had a secure place to sleep, though the outpost had no gate at the moment. Artax settled that dilemma by lying down directly across the opening and going to sleep. Talia chose to retire with Kaia into one of the small stone cottages, which meant Nemesis was faced with an odd problem. If he remained in the outpost, his psychic senses would tell him everything the pair were doing alone together, and while he wasn’t opposed to knowing, he also didn’t want to invade their privacy. Finally, he sent a brief message to Harper.
‘I’m going to explore the depths of the lake.’
With that, the black dragon slid back into the water and began to explore the one area where none of the others could follow him. His tail swished lazily as he propelled himself deeper and he used the time alone to begin organizing his thoughts. 
I’ve been pretending that the strange romantic habits of humanoids don’t affect me… but my encounter with that spirit plant has shown me how badly I’ve been lying to myself. I know I love Harper; she helped free me from my captors and our bond is something I would never risk… but I can’t deny a certain avaricious desire to see Min, Kaia, and Talia with me. Talia is well suited to be a true mate, as we can produce eggs that I don’t doubt would improve the dragon species. 
He used his wings to drive his body deeper into the water and let his mental sense spread. There were the vague emotions of fish and other creatures all around him, yet nothing gave off an impression of cunning or thought. His perfect night vision revealed… nothing. For a fish or crustacean it would likely be a haven—for Nemesis, the nooks and crannies that populated the ground around him were useless. He let out a rumble of disappointment and began swimming along the edges of the lake, working his way from the bottom up.
Persephone made all those jokes about harems and how gathering a horde of lovers to do her bidding was her ultimate goal… maybe she’s been trying to hint at something to me for a while now? Nemesis took a moment to imagine a cave with soft cushions spread about and his allies in various forms of undress, and he realized he didn’t hate the idea. Would Harper even go for something like that? There’s no point in trying to arrange some kind of romantic group if the woman I care about most isn’t included.
He had to face the fact that he loved Harper and wouldn’t risk losing her, even for pleasures of the flesh. The plant had shown him he did want those pleasures… but his bonds were important to him. He snorted in frustration, then paused when water he displaced swirled in a direction he didn’t expect. 
Nemesis turned his head to follow the current and found a mass of underwater weeds covering the rocky side of the lake. A quick slash of his claws revealed a cave entrance, and with some work, he dug it open until he could slide inside. The tunnel proved uncomfortably tight, yet after some squirming he found himself out of the water and in a large cave that fairly hummed with dark mana. He climbed free of the water and began exploring. The sounds of running water reached him, and since he knew they didn’t come from the lake, that implied he’d be able to find a different exit. 
The damp air fostered the growth of several mushrooms and he smelled the toxic spores adding a special layer to the mana contained in this chamber. This is a perfect place for me to meditate on my growth, he mused. Poison, darkness, water… all mana types I need. He curled up slowly and focused on compressing the energy coming off the cores in his gut to ensure he gained as much from them as possible, then let himself fall into a light trance. 
While his body and mind fell into a slumbering state, Nemesis felt his emotions churning and knew he wasn’t anywhere near done worrying about how to resolve his issues with Harper and the others. The greedy dragon realized that he was going to need to spend a great deal of time thinking on the matter, because he was loath to let anything go if he had the power to keep it.




Chapter twenty-seven

Harper’s annoyance drew him out of his slumber. He blinked sleepily as he sent his mind upward to see if the source of her frustration was connected to him. When his mind touched hers, he received a vague impression she was fighting something and it wasn’t going well. Alarmed, the black dragon rose to his feet, snapping his head toward the unexplored wall and the sound of running water; then he was off. 
Nemesis kept his wings tight to his sides to avoid snagging on any piece of cavern that jutted out, though several rocks scraped against his scales as he squeezed through a split in the cave wall. As soon as his head made it through the break in the wall he smelled fresh air, and the resulting sound of a waterfall was deafening. He was moving fast, so he only got the vaguest impression of a large cavern before he struck the wall of water covering the cave mouth. 
The water hammered him as he pushed through the falls in an effort to find Harper. He had kept his mental tether in place, and that allowed him to orient on her without much trouble. Spreading his wings, the dragon lunged into the air and began rising as he forced his body into the sky. His eyes scanned the terrain before him and he saw that he’d emerged from the southern peak, not too far from the heavy woodlands which had hidden the gorilla. His searching gaze turned back toward the outpost when he felt Harper’s frustration rise. Straining his wings, Nemesis forced himself to fly faster, racing to his rider.
The first thing he noted was the walls of the outpost, now nearly waist high on the humanoids. The formations glowed, continuing to draw stone mana into the surveyed patterns. The second thing he saw was Min and Harper slamming together as they fought. Sparks flashed as their blades clashed and Min artfully spun her spear to deflect the long, slender blade of Harper’s elven rapier. The slim weapon truly looked like it should have required two hands, yet Harper swung it with a casual ease that revealed how light it was; her style negated most of the advantage Min had as a spear wielder. The fact that they were clearly sparring calmed the thunderous pace of his heart and stopped his dive before it formed. Relieved, he spread his wings and began spiraling to land nearby.
As soon as Nemesis hit the soil he dug his claws in and forced his body to slow, absorbing the momentum that would have carried him into his rider’s fight. He lashed his tail and swept his wings back-to-front once to help steady himself, then he strolled toward them. It took mere seconds for him to determine that he’d drained enough power from the digesting cores for him to take his elven form without issue. His body twisted into a shimmer, and then he shrank down to his long-haired form. Nemesis was forced to pause and adjust his robes, as his transformation revealed some of the straps hadn’t been settled properly after he’d dressed last. He flushed at the memory of his encounter with the spirit plant and quickly forced his embarrassment away. They wouldn’t let me live it down if they found out how easily a mindless plant had managed to trick me with my own memories.
Clothing secured, the dragon stopped out of range of the sparring women and decided to check his growth while he watched. 
Nemesis: current rank, D5. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental D4
Lethality D2
Defensive D6
Physicality D6
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
He blinked in surprise. The carp and the plant pushed me higher than I expected. My body scores have improved—I suspect I have the carp to thank for that. Lethality has grown as well. Soon I might be able to harm C-rank beasts without damaging their armor first. The ranking system was more of an overall estimate, as Nemesis knew that for a human his attacks would already be considered C-rank, which in turn meant when he advanced to C for a dragon, he’d be able to harm B-rank humans. The thought caused a smile to spread over his lips, and he almost missed the sudden silence that marked the end of Min and Harper’s spar.
Almost.
He looked up in time to see that the pair had come to a standstill. Min had the tip of her spear resting against Harper’s throat, but his rider had clearly been mid-lunge, as the tip of her rapier was pressing against a gap in Min’s armor over the blonde woman’s thigh. “You’d have bled each other to death with that final strike,” he pointed out in an amused tone. 
Min stepped back and spun her spear to rest butt down on the soil. “No, Harper has learned that clotting technique from her earth cultivation, so she’d be able to stop the bleeding before she died… unless I got very lucky.”
Harper shook her head. “We both know that you’re delaying your rise in cultivation rank so you don’t imbalance Artax’ foundation. I get it, your affinities don’t match well, but between the wood and water cultivation I’m sure you’ve got at least one self-healing skill.” The half-elf squinted at Min as though she could divine the spear wielder’s secrets. 
“Perhaps,” Min replied with a cheeky smile. Then she turned her attention to Nemesis. “How about you, are you going to spar with us today?”
Nemesis blinked. “I could, though I don’t think you’d enjoy my fighting style.” His calm reply caused Harper to snort and she covered her mouth with one hand. Min raised a pale eyebrow and spun her spear again as she stepped back and motioned for him to take Harper’s place in the area they’d cleared. Nemesis opened a flap on his sash, and then glanced at Harper. ‘How much do I show them?’ he asked over a private mental connection.
‘Don’t embarrass her, but it might be time to start letting some of your power out,’ she answered. Her lips curled up in a slight smile as she stepped back to the other side of one of the closest outpost walls. Nemesis smiled back, and then turned his attention to Min. The human was still spinning her spear, and he felt the air around them starting to move in response to her technique.
“I thought you were inclined to wood and water mana?” he asked in curiosity. Min just shrugged, then she launched herself at him so fast the wind seemed to deform around her. Nemesis threw his hand up and five gleaming, silver spheres shot from his hand hurling toward the woman. The orbs stuck the air before her and were deflected to the sides. Nemesis was forced to twist as the spear lanced forward through the air, and the spinning column of wind around it tore at his hair as he used telekinesis to pull himself back and away.
“We all have our secrets!” Min called with a wild laugh. She blasted past him, making him realize she couldn’t change direction while the technique was active. He saw another weakness and couldn’t stop his predatory grin, then his spheres curved around behind her. Where the wind had pushed them away from the front, the vacuum created by her movement sucked the globes in from behind. Five bangs echoed as the steel balls struck the back of her breastplate hard enough to tumble her forward. 
Following up on the attack, Nemesis reached out with his mind and scooped dirt up from the ground, then he hurled the loose soil into the air cloud around Min. Dirt exploded around her as the small particles were caught in her air technique and began flying through the deformed cloud. She began coughing wildly, and then the mana released. As dirt fell, Nemesis caught sight of the blonde with a forearm over her mouth, trying to clear her airway. He didn’t give her a moment of pause and threw himself forward to drive his fist into her breastplate just over her stomach. The blow was strong enough to lift her from her feet, then he spun and launched a kick that hit her just above her hip. The impact against the armor hurt his foot, yet the defense failed to cushion her from his blow. She fell to the side and bounced off one of the rising outpost walls. 
Shock transformed her features as Nemesis sent a cloud of rocks flying in her direction with the power of his mind. She was forced to throw her armored arms over her face to protect her vulnerable eyes, so he used that moment to telekinetically throw himself into the air above her. His elbow slammed into the middle of her back and drove her into the dirt. Then five metal balls gently bounced off her temple.
“You are dead,” he announced quietly. Nemesis held out his hand and Min took it in a daze. She was taller than he was, which showed as he heaved her to her feet. He watched as she blinked confusion from her eyes.
“Since when have you been able to fight like that?” she asked. Her emotions registered shock, surprise… and a heat he was starting to recognize as some kind of sexual desire. That surprised him enough that eventually Harper answered for him.
“We decided a long time ago to conceal the full extent of Nemmy’s abilities. With Jaden constantly looking for a way to punish us because I won’t sleep with him, and Cambus’ habit of bullying the other dragons, we thought having someone underestimate us would provide a better chance of survival if a fight truly broke out.” 
Min glanced over at Harper, and then sighed. “That’s probably not a bad idea. Jaden… my brother is not a good man. I’ve been hoping the Scaleguard would lessen Father’s influence on him, beat the spoiled brat out… but he’s just gotten sneakier about things. I’ve done what I could to keep him away from you and Kaia, but I’m not sure how much I can help now when he’s technically in charge here.”
Nemesis could feel the worry pouring off the blonde, which made him decide to take a risk. He chose to wrap an arm around her and hug her. Harper had taught him it was something people did to comfort each other, and he wanted to help Min feel better. He was relieved to sense that it worked; Min calmed somewhat. 
“If your brother attempts to abuse his power here, I will kill him.” His quiet announcement shocked Min. The women glanced from him to Harper and seemed even more surprised to see Harper nodding in agreement.
“Persephone recommended we hunt and harvest spirit beasts as fast as we can. She said if we hit C-rank before Cambus and Jaden arrive, we’d probably be safe. Nemesis is actually one of the most lethal dragons in our class, though Cambus’ scales have always been an issue,” the half-elf said. Nemesis watched her eyes lose focus and guessed she was accessing his rankings. “Though, maybe not for long if Nemesis’ acid keeps growing the way it is.”
Min took a deep breath and gently removed his arm from her shoulder. She stepped out of the hug and looked at the pair of them. “I understand how you feel… but you are talking about killing my brother,” she began. Harper opened her mouth, but Min stopped her with an upraised hand. “If it comes to that… I’ll help. You’re my friends and I have no illusions what kind of man Jaden will be if he continues to grow, but you need to understand something. If you kill Jaden, you’ll mark yourself as an enemy of our house, and my father will hold a grudge. The fight won’t end with Jaden.”
The warning was sobering. Nemesis looked to Harper and she looked back. He didn’t need to read her thoughts to understand where she stood. The lines of her face revealed she had no intention of compromising, and the strength of her heart was like a fire before him. He turned his gaze to Min and offered her a slight shrug. “Harper and I have been slaves before, and we will never let ourselves be robbed of our freedom again. What must be, will be.”
Min nodded slowly; a breath later she reached out and clasped Harper’s hand in her own. “Then I’ll do what I can to help you, always.”
Nemesis pushed his mind to form a psychic bridge between Harper and Min, just enough that they could feel each other. Harper’s heart thrummed with gratitude, loyalty, and appreciation, and so did Min’s. It’s beautiful to see how they care about each other. I could learn a lot about friendships by studying the way people interact with each other, he thought to himself. Then he took a step back as the women turned to face him—matching grins spread over their lips.
“Well, if we’re determined, then there’s only one thing we can do,” Harper announced. She glanced at Min and the blonde nodded in agreement.
“We’re going to have to make sure you’re the most dangerous dragon you can be,” Min explained. Then they both lifted their weapons and spread out to either side of him. Nemesis realized quickly what their intentions were, so he used his telekinesis to lift himself up and back to avoid their opening blows. The women demonstrated just how much they’d learned about each other after so many years sparring. They were like a well-oiled machine, and each moved to complement the other. Spear and rapier flashed in a constant dance as the pair circled him. Nemesis found himself trapped on the defensive as he sought to regain his balance, then he struck back. 
He wrapped his mind around their weapons and twisted them out of alignment the moment he touched down. The dragon leaned back and caught his palms on the soil, then he twisted his body into a spin. His legs lashed out to either side as he whirled, impacting against the women’s thighs. Between his grip on their arms and the sudden maneuver, they tumbled to the ground. Harper caught herself and turned her fall into a roll, though she had to abandon her weapon to regain her feet. Min chose to hold her weapon and instead used the strength of her shoulders to rotate her entire body with the spear as leverage. Her armored boot caught Nemesis in the stomach and sent him flying backward.
He yanked himself upward and back onto his feet in time to see Min kick Harper’s blade into the air. The half-elf caught it and spun her weapon into a guard position. The dragon’s crimson eyes ran over the pair of them and the way they held their weapons, and then he began reaching into the soil with his mind. A vertical barrage of dirt and small rocks erupted beneath them, and in the confusion, he moved forward. His elbow caught Harper in the stomach, and then he darted to the side to use the back of his fist on Min’s jaw. 
Both women were knocked backward, and while they were off balance, Nemesis wrapped them in his telekinesis. Then he spun and sent them flying.
There was a reason humans only challenged dragons in groups.




Chapter twenty-eight

It took over a week to grow their outpost to the point where it was  truly habitable. In that time both Artax and Talia had found locations to establish their own lairs. Nemesis had determined that his waterfall cavern was the best location for him, though his private sanctum wasn’t suitable for Harper to visit—the toxic mushrooms were too deadly for her. She could meditate in the secondary chamber under the waterfall, though, so he made sure to spend time there to increase its mana density.
The dragons stayed busy searching the Obsidian Peaks for powerful spirit beasts. The area’s mana density was far higher than the empire’s, and that meant the place rapidly developed powerful creatures. Nemesis had never experienced such a potent hunting ground… nor one as deadly.
They organized a patrol schedule where the dragons went out in pairs while one remained at the outpost to guard the growing buildings. The system proved necessary, as several times they encountered spirit beasts strong enough to give any single dragon a challenge. Sometimes the reason was as simple as mana types. When an ice eagle left the peaks to challenge Talia, it was Artax’ lightning that took the creature down, yet Artax found himself helpless in the face of a stone elemental nearly his own size. Talia’s flames melted the rock until the creature couldn’t move and they were able to shatter it. Even Nemesis found he couldn’t always rely on his acid and poison. Clearing a valley of shadow spiders revealed that some beasts had stores of life-oriented mana that could resist the potent effects of his venom.
Yet their system worked. Gradually, they spiraled out from the outpost and killed the greatest challenges to their supremacy. The women focused on cultivating and preparing the outpost through the use of formations and their own crafting skills. The benefit of their constant hunting showed in the stockpiles of materials they began building. Bones, leather, feathers, and claws… the numerous pieces of spirit beasts would sell well, once they had the time to go to a trader. The cores were carefully stored—those that couldn’t be used to help the dragons grow in strength, or put to work in a formation that benefitted the riders.
While the patrols were dangerous, the carp had proven to be the most powerful beast in the immediate area. As they entered the second week, they had to slow down their patrols so the dragons could digest their cores and assimilate their new strength. Nemesis also used that time to experiment with his new mental prowess.
He used his mind to redirect the waterfall. The task took a great deal of effort, but when he mixed sand into the flowing water and directed it at the walls of his cavern, he found he could carve the rock, at least until he hit denser stone. The strain on his mind was enormous, but through persistence he managed to dig out several rooms into the first cavern that would serve as bedrooms for guests, or himself in human form.
While he had no skill at carving wood, Kaia was quite good at it. The redhaired human willingly crafted rough furniture for him in return for his share of several powerful spirit beasts. She used the meat to help Talia grow stronger—a sign of a good rider in Nemesis’ mind. He used his telekinesis to weave mattresses out of soft grasses that he found at the base of his waterfall. Harper confirmed that the smell was pleasant, though she insisted on sewing cloth into a covering for the pads. Her teasing about humans lacking scales earned her a playful shove under the waterfall, but she seemed to enjoy the banter.
Nemesis conspired with Talia for a series of formations that would increase the mana density in his caverns. The metal plates required a core slotted into the center of the inscriptions, but once there it would fill the area with mana that matched its power source. While that was somewhat useful to Nemesis, it was Harper who truly benefitted. The dragon made sure to hunt down several creatures with stone and metal cores, and then surprised his partner with a bedroom filled to the brim with her preferred mana. She claimed cultivating in the rooms was significantly improving both her own core development and her body tempering. Nemesis did notice she seemed heavier whenever she rode him, but was wise enough not to comment.
At the end of their first month at the outpost they received an official missive from the empire. A frontier trader arrived at their base with a scroll that informed them the legion was mobilizing to join them. The man blustered and bargained with the riders to try and bring the prices down, though the dragons looming over him dimmed his aggression somewhat. He gleefully accepted their cores, beast parts, and stuffed them into a bulging spatial pack. His visit left them with a great many creature comforts for their personal homes, as well as the sad knowledge they’d soon be faced with Jaden and Cambus looking over their shoulders. It was Harper’s idea to open one of the bottles of liquor they’d gotten from the trader. A night of celebration sounded good to all of them.
Nemesis sniffed his cup cautiously. Some alcohols had no effect on him, yet this smelled potent. The scent wasn’t fruity. He wasn’t sure how to describe it. There was a spiced element to the aroma that wasn’t quite like anything he’d ever encountered before.
“Oh don’t be a baby, take a sip!” Min cried from where she sat on the bar of what would be the frontier tavern—when there were people to man it. The blonde had changed into a pale blue dress that complemented her top-heavy build and curling hair. The fabric matched her eyes. Nemesis wasn’t sure why it was slit to her hip on only one side, but the occasional glimpse of tanned leg he got when she moved made him wonder if she had anything under it.
Harper snickered as she sipped her own drink. The half-elf had taken one whiff of the booze and insisted they drink from very small cups. She was on her second and Nemesis could feel a relaxed heat coming off her. She’d done her hair into braids down either side of her face. He hadn’t even known she’d owned a dress until she put on the silver garment she currently wore. Black boots laced to her knees—easy to see because her skirts stopped just below her thighs. Her movements had confirmed that she, at least, wasn’t wearing anything under her dress… something that was proving to be an immense distraction. 
He raised the cup to his mouth and sipped cautiously. The liquor proved to hold a strange mix of licorice and some kind of citrus, and it burned on his tongue in a manner he found pleasant. The ladies cheered as he swallowed the rest down in a single gulp. He glanced over to the table, where Talia was curled in Kaia’s lap. The golden-haired dragon would never pass for human, and she didn’t try. The scaled beauty was playing with Kaia’s hair and the redhead stared at her with adoring eyes. Kaia was dressed in a soft green dress that stopped just over her knees, and Talia was wrapped in a simple yellow robe. They ignored the others and began to kiss openly. 
When he looked back, he found Min refilling his drink and grinning at them. “Jealous?” the blonde teased.  It took him a moment to realize what she meant.
“Am I jealous of Kaia and Talia? No. Why would I be?” he asked in confusion. Min flushed and rolled her eyes.
“You certainly seem to watch them whenever they kiss.”
He considered that. “It is enjoyable to watch. They are an aesthetically pleasing pair.” Min looked confused and he sighed. “They’re pretty and look good kissing,” he elaborated. She let out a laugh and turned her eyes on Harper.
“What do you think of that, Harper? Your dragon likes watching girls kiss. Did you know he was a perv?” 
Harper had just finished downing her third cup of the potent liquor—she choked at Min’s sudden question. Nemesis felt a spark of passion rise in her and watched as she rose to her feet and sauntered toward Min. The half-elf moved gracefully and came to a stop right in front of the noble. Then she reached up and cupped the back of Min’s neck with one pale hand.
“Well, if that’s what he enjoys… let’s see how he likes this,” Harper said. Her words were soft and husky, and as Min stared in confusion, Harper drew her face down and claimed the other woman’s lips. This caused a flush of delight to spread across both women’s features. Nemesis felt a surge of confusion and passion rise within Min and it matched Harper’s feeling so closely he had trouble telling them apart.
I had no idea they liked each other. He finished his second cup and rose from his seat. Kaia and Talia catcalled the pair, and he swore he heard Talia say something about a bet before Kaia shushed her. He ignored those two as he walked up until he was standing next to Harper. Resting his hand on the small of her back, he lifted his other hand to pinch Min’s chin and draw her face away from Harper’s.
Min blinked slowly, refocusing on what was going on, and then smirked when she saw him standing next to them. She glanced at Harper. “I think he does like that,” she whispered. Nemesis watched Harper turn to face him, and he let go of Min’s chin so he could cup his rider’s face, then he drew her in for a kiss. Heat surged through his system having nothing to do with the alcohol he’d consumed. His tongue darted out and found Harper parting her lips, then he delved into her mouth as she sank against him. He felt her arm go around his neck and she molded her slim body to his. His hand on her back slid down to cup her ass, and he gave her muscular backside a squeeze when he broke off the kiss.
Harper looked at him with surprise and he offered her a crooked smile; then he turned to Min. He had to clear his throat before he could speak audibly. “I’d like you both to come with me to my cave.” They each radiated shock… and desire. The pair looked at each other, then back at him. He shrugged under their gazes. “Dragons are greedy creatures, and you’re both beautiful.”
“Get it, Nemesis!” yelled Talia. The encouragement caused blushes to spread across both women’s faces, yet Nemesis didn’t take his eyes off them. Instead, he wrapped his fingers through theirs and tugged. As he stepped back, he was relieved to see them both begin walking with him. Soon, the trio were slipping out of the tavern. The night air was cool around them, and Nemesis had to admit he enjoyed seeing the way it caused their nipples to harden.
“I was just teasing… we don’t actually have to do this—” Min began. Harper shushed her and shook her head, then locked eyes with him.
“Is this what you want, Nemmy?” she asked breathlessly. When he nodded, she licked her lips, then glanced back at Min. “Then I’m ready.” She flushed all the way to the tops of her petite breasts and Nemesis couldn’t look away. He tugged Min’s hand to cause her to stumble forward into him, sensing her sudden shyness. She let out a squawk of surprise that turned into a happy noise when his arm looped around her waist.
“We’ll take things slowly, but neither of you are getting away.” His eyes ran over her, and then he focused on Harper. He didn’t have to pull her to get her to step to his other side—she came willingly, and when he wrapped an arm around her waist she curled tightly to him.
“You’re ambitious. Two women at once. What made you think we’d be okay with this?” Min asked. She was breathing a bit fast, and it did marvelous things to her exposed cleavage. Nemesis could feel her slowly relaxing into the idea, and as she did, her emotions changed to heat and anticipation.
“I can feel your emotions. The tension has been building for some time, though I hadn’t suspected Harper was curious about women,” he admitted. Harper let out a light laugh and shrugged her shoulder against him.
“Honestly, most of that was hoping you’d finally stop sitting on the fence about sex. Min’s beautiful and the idea of you watching me is exciting, but I’m not drawn to women the way Kaia and Talia are.” Harper kissed his cheek, then she glanced past him to Min. “I hope that’s okay.”
Min let out a quiet laugh. “Oh that’s fine. The kiss caught me by surprise, and it was nice and all, but I’m not going to fall for a woman, even one as awesome as you, Harper. But messing with Nemesis and getting his heart pumping? That’s a game I can get behind, and it’s more fun than playing with myself.”
Nemesis would have stumbled if he didn’t have an arm around each woman’s waist. Wow, Min is blunt when she gets a few drinks into her. The blonde was never subtle, but he hadn’t expected to hear that confession. Then again, nothing about this evening is going the way I would have predicted. I’m okay with that. 
Harper let out a cackle and winked a silver eye at him. She seemed in agreement with Min, and Nemesis found himself surprised at how casual the pair were being. I thought they might have been flirting with me before, but knowing they started kissing just to draw a reaction out of me… that’s a surprise. I don’t think any of us drank enough to be so cavalier with our decisions… maybe it’s the need to be carefree without Jaden looming over us? He guided them onto the path that would eventually lead to his caves. The moons were rising, causing the valley to glow in the luminous light. The breeze was gentle and the scent of grass and water filled the air. Nemesis tightened his arms around their waists; in turn, the women snuggled closer into his sides as they walked.
The trio fell into a comfortable silence, enjoying the beauty of their surroundings. The night sky over the Obsidian Peaks was always incredible. A sea of stars seemed to flow like a river from northeast to southwest. The moons formed a triangle of silver spheres that hung over them and caused the lake water to sparkle. Nemesis enjoyed the way the pale light gleamed off Min’s hair and Harper’s skin… so much so that he stopped walking, just to look at them. They were free of the outpost and he realized something.
“I want you both. Now… under the moonlight.”




Chapter twenty-nine

Surprise radiated off the ladies… yet neither rejected his suggestion. His arms around their waists gently turned the women to face him, and he took a moment to look over how radiant they were. He licked his lips, then leaned down to claim Harper’s mouth for a soft kiss. It began gently, and then his lips parted to let his tongue slip between hers. She moaned into his mouth and pressed her slender form up against him.  
Nemesis reached out with his telekinetic sense and ran his mental hand over Min’s body. The blonde let out a squeak of surprise, then moaned as he slid the ephemeral touch up the inside of her leg. She parted her thighs instinctively and he found her womanhood and began to rub it carefully. 
The mental barrage he’d received from the spirit plant proved useful here, as Nemesis found he knew exactly how to touch the women to increase her pleasure. He used his mind to tug at the pearl hidden at the peak of her folds, then began to spiral mental energy around it. Min responded by crushing herself against him and running one hand along his chest. The other looped behind his back and tightened a fist in his robes. The blonde’s breathing grew erratic as he telekinetically parted her pink lips and sent light pressure waves sliding into her. 
Harper had become steadily more aggressive in her kissing, and her hands were buried in his hair like she sought to keep his head from escaping. Her emotions were surging and while the primal lust was intoxicating, Nemesis was relieved to feel some romantic sensations as well. His hand slid down Harper’s back and under her skirt to cup her perfect little ass in a tight grip. The move startled the half-elf and she squeaked into his lips. Her silver eyes widened, and he took advantage of her surprise to begin kissing down along her throat.
“Oh… oh gods, oh gods, Nemesis… how are you doing that?” Min murmured. The woman was writhing against him, and the way her hips arched forward and back made it clear what her question referred to. Harper looked over and flushed in surprise, then quickly looked back at Nemesis and bit her lip.
“How come I’m not getting that treatment?” she whispered plaintively. Nemesis let out a laugh and his fingers slid along the curve of her ass until he was firmly gripping her sex, then he let two fingers start stroking her folds. He split his awareness, and with his mind took hold of her clit to give it the same touch Min was receiving. Harper immediately let out a gasp and tried to melt even harder against him. 
“I want to see more of you,” Nemesis murmured. He seized Min’s dress at the shoulders and pushed down on the fabric until it descended halfway down her arms. The move was enough for the woman’s plump breasts to pop free and reveal her muscular torso, though it also trapped her arms against her sides, making her pout up at him. Meanwhile, the laces of Harper’s dress were unweaving themselves, and the short silver garment opened down the front to reveal her pert, little breasts. The dark nipples stood out at him, so he began twisting them with a thought.
The laces he stole from Harper floated over to Min and caught the hand she held his robes with. Ribbon looped around her wrist and drew her arm behind her back. Min let out an unsure noise when her other hand was caught in silk and brought to join the first. Her lips parted in shock as she was tied from wrist to elbow in the slim fabric. She could break free easily, yet she didn’t. Instead, she trembled and tried to maintain her balance while her first orgasm rolled through her body. Nemesis made sure she didn’t fall as she shook. 
Harper stared at him in surprise and wonder, then she licked her lips and lowered herself to her knees. Without prompting, the half-elf began to rub her face against the front of his robes, and then she tugged his sash open with her teeth. The silk fell open easily and she sucked in her breath at the sight of his erection. Min glanced down and her mouth parted as she took it in.
“I’m not an expert or anything… but that’s not how they normally look, is it?” the noble asked.
Harper let out a soft laugh. “Nemmy didn’t know what elf cocks looked like when he made his form. Poor guy just tried to scale his dragon shaft to match… and I am certainly not complaining.” She proved her comment by running her tongue from root to tip, tracing the ridges and the bulge along the shaft as she took the head into her mouth and then began to suck.
Nemesis felt a self-conscious flush for a brief second, yet he didn’t have time for much doubt because the wave of lust that rolled off Min as she watched her friend sucking his cock surprised him. The blonde tried to roll her hips faster on his mental fingers, though it wasn’t until he increased the telekinetic force pressing into her body that she gained anything from it. He reached out with a flesh-and-blood hand to cup one of her large breasts and roll it against his palm. “I hope you’re not disappointed?”  he said. His fingers squeezed firmly and she pushed up against him.
“No! No… disappointed is definitely not the word. I can’t decide what’s hotter… imagining you using that on me, watching Harper suck it, or the idea of watching you force that thing into her. She’s so… petite, and it’s…” Min didn’t finish before she trembled through a tiny release. Her blue eyes were bright with want and he met her gaze steadily. She licked her lips and tipped her head forward for a kiss.
Nemesis gave Min the kiss she sought while Harper enthusiastically put her mouth to work. He wrapped his arms around Min and his fingers slid into her, turning her so her back was against his chest. He didn’t stop his mental pressure—in fact, he increased it for both women. His physical fingers plunged into Min’s wet heat while his other arm looped around her and toyed with her chest. The plant might have given me memories and skill… but learning with my own two hands is so much better. He teased Min’s body and she squirmed as she let out moans that would shame most nobles. She sounded like a primal beast, shifting her body to let him have more access as though she cared nothing for decorum. 
Harper had managed to work her mouth down to the root of his shaft before she came. Her throat convulsively tried to swallow the girth she’d forced down it, yet she somehow avoided choking while she cried in pleasure around his flesh. Her hips shook and Nemesis saw that she was stroking her breasts as she used her lips on him. The sight nearly undid him with how much desire it spurred. He took one hand from touching Min to curl one of Harper’s braids around his wrist, then he drew her free with a pop. 
“Harper, come up here please,” he requested in a soft tone. He used his arms to guide Min directly in front of him as the half-elf stood. His mind flipped Min’s skirt up off her ass, the slit hip making it easy. His hands tugged her so she was bent over at the waist, and he used one hand to support her torso. His strong fingers dug into her chest while he used his other hand to guide the tip of his cock against her slit. Min bit her lip when she felt him begin to press in.
Harper draped herself against his side and planted soft kisses along his neck. Nemesis noticed her lips were bruised and the sight stirred his blood to run even hotter. He accidentally let his control slip and several inches slid into Min. The blonde warrior let out a grunt and arched her back down to press her chest into his fingers. “Fuck!” she hissed. She didn’t withdraw, though—she pushed back to force her folds to accept the bulge and take more of him into her. “Oh gods above.”
“Nemmy, when it’s my turn… very slow, okay?” Harper said. Her lips brushed his long ear as she spoke and she nibbled the cartilage along the ridge. His rider had made no move to close her dress and when he turned into her touch he let his crimson eyes run along her body. His hand, free of the need to hold his shaft, found Harper’s skin while he slid an arm inside her dress to begin fingering her once more. The half-elf let out a tiny gasp that repeated each time he slipped his fingers into her folds. With an internal grin, he kept on beat to sink his digits into her at the same pace his cock vanished into Min.
The warrior’s wrists might have been bound behind her back, and he might have been holding her up by cupping her beautiful tit, but she’d taken over stroking his length into her. The woman spread her feet to secure her balance, then she rocked forward and back with and impressive display of pure muscle control. She was panting and Nemesis could feel her wet walls clenching around his girth. Both women radiated lust and passion in such strength that his head spun. There were hints of other feelings, yet Nemesis was too distracted by how good it felt to truly analyze them. 
“I will,” he assured Harper, answering her earlier question. Then he kissed her again. The feeling of her tongue sliding along his was marvelous, and it drove him to thrust faster with his fingers. Harper shivered and one of her legs rose to curl against his back as she opened herself further to him. He felt her spasm and her walls tightened around his fingers. 
“Nemesis… I know Harper wants slow, but… fuck… can I get more?” Min suddenly asked. The dragon sensed a burning need in her, and he gladly responded to it. He wrapped his mind around her torso and slammed her backward against his body. Min let out a short scream of pleasure, then when he used the tight hold to start her sliding fast down his length she whimpered. The sudden reverse that saw her ass slap into his thighs brought the scream back, so Nemesis decided to play with the tempo to see if she’d keep making the noises. Min couldn’t seem to help herself—when he drew out of her she hissed, and when he impaled her she screamed. He soon had her bouncing down the length of his shaft like he was trying to compose a song with her body as his instrument.
Heat rose within him, making him realize he’d soon be releasing. He broke away from kissing Harper, though his fingers continued to work inside her. He had to cough to regain control of his voice. “I’m almost there,” he said. Min spasmed violently and might have fallen forward if he hadn’t been supporting her entire body with the power of his mind. Nemesis was surprised when Harper dug her nails into his side.
“Nemmy, I want to see it… can you do it on our chests?” she whispered. The half-elf was blushing a deep crimson and producing a dizzying swirl of emotions. Her request caused a spike of complicated feelings from Min, though after a second the blonde began nodding violently. The dragon wrapped them both in his mind and lifted their bodies into the air. He spun them and quickly placed them on their knees before him. 
Neither wasted time, and before he could decide where to climax, he had two pairs of lips and tongues sliding along his shaft. Nemesis’ crimson eyes widened as he took in the sight of the women kissing around the head of his cock. They licked and sucked in tandem, one sliding down his length while the other focused on his head. His jaw dropped and he had to force his mouth to close as he watched them. 
He reached up and curled his hands around the backs of their heads. The contact increased his mental connection, so he decided to perform a small experiment. He took the sensations he was receiving from their touch and fed it right back into their minds. Shock rippled through them, then Min wrapped her lips around his head and started bobbing with determination. She sought to take him all, while Harper adjusted her position and ran her tongue along his sack. His rider sucked one of his balls into her mouth and gently rolled it on her tongue. He let them experience the pleasure with him, and in response Harper began to finger herself. He watched as she extended a hand to the fork of Min’s thighs and began giving the blonde the same treatment. 
Finally, that was the straw that broke his restraint. The first drops of his release hit Min’s tongue, and she shocked him by backing off and looking up at him in anticipation. Harper stopped pleasuring herself and grasped his shaft to hold it steady as it began to buck. Thick ropes of seed burst forth—Harper playfully ensured the first of it splashed on Min’s face and chest, then she used her grip to give herself the rest. Nemesis stared, almost mesmerized, as he took in the sight of the two dragon riders covered in his climax. 
He opened his mouth to suggest they continue to head toward his caverns, then snapped it shut as a strange smell reached his nostrils. A metallic stench had contaminated the pleasant grass and water scent of their surroundings. The dragon’s gaze raked over the land around them, seeking the origin of the smell. Confusion rolled off the women, and it grew worse as he used his mind to straighten their clothing and unbind Min. He noted her disappointment, yet he didn’t have time to respond to it.
Alien minds were impinging on his awareness. “Something is coming,” he said softly. He noted a fog was rolling in from the south, though the wind was blowing from east to west. He didn’t take the time to adjust his robes back into place, instead letting them fall to the grass. Then he threw himself to the side to gain some distance from the women. Once they were clear, Nemesis let his body return to its true form and spread his wings. He pumped fiercely to drag his body into the air in an effort to gain altitude and spot what was coming toward them.
All he saw was a black fog that stank of rotting blood. 
‘To arms, we’re under attack!’ 




Chapter thirty

His mental broadcast went out to all of them, though he wasn’t sure it would reach Artax, who was sleeping in his cavern. His keen eyes looked down at Harper and Min.  ‘Go arm yourselves. I’ll see what is going on.’ He saw them running toward their cabins, and while normally the sight of their naked forms running under the moonlight would have distracted him, Nemesis was far more concerned about the black fog moving into the valley.
He twisted in the air and winged his way to the slow-moving murk. Before he had a chance to truly close the distance, arrows began to fly out at him. Years of training on the Scaleguard obstacle course saw him immediately dip and slide sideways in the air to evade the barrage. The arrows hissed as they streaked passed, and the few that struck him along his shoulder just glanced harmlessly off. The shafts snapped, and he tried to judge the danger by the force of those impacts. They don’t feel very powerful… but best not be careless, he thought. 
His paranoia served him well as a second volley flashed out of the mist a moment later. He collapsed his wings against his ribs and rolled to let gravity draw him out of the path of the arrows, and as he did he spotted a number of arrows that were nearly twice the size of the others. Those shafts looked to be made of solid metal and had broad, triangular heads. Those would definitely do some damage, he thought. He drew air into his lungs and released a savage roar. The bellow seemed to shake the air around him and he heard it echo back from the nearby peaks. He heard a second bellow from the outpost. Talia’s getting ready, he thought. Her breath is more suited to mass combat than mine.
Nemesis didn’t let that stop him from inhaling to fill his lungs with pressure. He felt glands in his throat swelling and the mana in his body swirling to fill them—then he exhaled. He released a stream of acid in a dark-green line and traced it through the cloud. While he couldn’t see what he was attacking, he could hear their screams. What he hadn’t expected was for the fog to begin breaking up. Did I hit whatever was producing it? he wondered. He had to circle the fog three times, dodging arrows the entire time, before it dissipated enough for him to see who was marching up the valley. 
‘Archers, soldiers… gray-skinned humanoids with long arms and big ears. Some of them are twice the size of others, and a few are even big enough to pick up Artax,’ he sent to the others with as much mental force as he could muster. He tried to project an image of the creatures as well, though he wasn’t sure if it reached them. 
The group didn’t have the organized formations of a true army, but there were a lot of them. Most of them were about Harper’s size, lean figures with bat-ears and large eyes. They were wrapped in animal hides in place of armor, and Nemesis noted they all had bows and quivers. While he counted about fifty of the smaller figures, it was the larger ones that truly worried him. There were at least ten carrying bows that stood twelve feet tall—not a problem for them, as those brutes were just as tall. They had thick knobs in their flesh and were nearly three times as wide as the smaller beings. In addition to their bows, each carried a huge club of iron studded with spikes. 
Then there were the other five. Their heads were the same, which implied to Nemesis all three creatures were related, but those five were massive. Twenty feet tall and at least eight feet across the shoulders, they had arms like tree trunks and legs to match. Those carried no bows; instead, they clutched hammers with fifteen-foot hafts and heads like beer kegs. I think I’ll avoid getting smacked with those, he decided after a single glance. Even as he took note of the group, he saw that his acid had killed at least a dozen of the beings. Three of them, he saw, were covered in headdresses of bones and crystal. Casters of some sort, I’ll bet. 
One of the mid-sized creatures bellowed a command, and the group immediately spun and drew their bows. With the fog gone, Nemesis could see exactly how many bows were aimed at him. He pumped his wings to gain height. A tip of his wings allowed him to slide from side to side as he rose, though it slowed him down. Arrows raced past, though several slammed into his stomach and he grunted in discomfort, the force of the blow doing more damage than the tips. Then his luck failed and one of the larger shafts hit him just behind his foreleg. The metal pierced his scale and the wide head split it completely. The shaft sank two feet into his side, forcing a bellow of pain from him. The creatures cheered and began drawing for another volley. 
That was when flames exploded across their front line and charred a handful of the figures to ash. Talia’s golden form swept over them swiftly, and Nemesis saw she’d cast a spell to surround herself in an aura of flames. ‘Watch out for the bigger ones, their arrows are solid metal and will pass through your shield,’ he broadcast. She dipped her head in acknowledgement, then promptly spewed flames onto one of the biggest. In response, the thing stomped a foot and a stone burst up out of the ground. The creature caught the rock in a smooth motion and spun its body to send the small boulder hurling up at Talia. The other four followed suit and did the same, so Nemesis reversed to dive at them. His jaws opened and he spewed a line of acid straight over one of the giants. Flesh smoked and hissed as it corroded under his breath and the creature screamed in pain while flinching back. 
Talia shrieked when a boulder clipped her in the stomach. The blow folded the gold dragon and her wings crumpled down as the force was enough to lift her upward against the pull of gravity. She vomited a blast of flames over the invaders in response, but Nemesis could see the blow had done damage. ‘Gain altitude and go get Artax—these things are cultivators,’ he commanded her. She shot him an angry glare, but then bobbed her head as she struggled to rise higher into the air. 
Nemesis interposed himself between Talia and the raiders by spreading his wings and gliding forward beneath her. The move forced him to take several arrows along his belly armor, and several broadheads tore into his muscles. Rapid strokes of his wings let him climb, though a boulder glanced off his rear hips and he felt his pelvis crack from the force of the impact. His tail flicked, and he used the swing to reorient as his wings tilted, allowing him to circle. The pain was distracting, but not so bad that he didn’t notice the giant he’d sprayed with his acid was still standing. Damn, they’re a lot tougher than I expected. He growled under his breath as he circled. 
Enough of this. He reached out with his mind and took hold of the arrows flying around him. Soon he had the projectiles orbiting him in a cloud, then he sent them sailing back at the archers—just faster. The humanoids scattered to avoid the falling arrows, though the mid-sized ones didn’t shift their positions. Those beasts simply slapped the arrows aside, then drew back their bows to fire at him again. With just ten arrows heading his way it was easy for him to capture them and redirect them back. Thankfully, the metal arrows were too much for them to shrug off, especially as he sent all ten into the same man. He’d hoped the sight would drive them to fear—instead, they seemed to glow red with rage… then they leaped from the ground and began running as cloud platforms appeared beneath their feet. The cultivators were chasing him into the sky. Shit!
Nemesis pumped his wings faster and hurled himself higher into the sky. Despite their movement skill, the creatures weren’t very fast in their sky walking. He circled away from them and kept his mind ready to snatch control of their arrows if they fired again. I wish I had my throwing stars, he thought. He didn’t regret the activities that led to his clothing being discarded, but he certainly wouldn’t have minded having his weapons right now. Still—catching several arrows, he chose one of the archers at random and pin-cushioned him—this works. The woman fell from the sky to slam into the ground with a brutal thud. 
Fortunately for him, the other dragons had finally come to join the fight. He heard screams as javelins, crossbow bolts, and arrows began to strike the smallest invaders. Harper, Min, and Kaia had reached the outer wall of the outpost. Nemesis turned his head and caught sight of Artax and Talia flying in his direction, but then he had to shift his attention as eight more metal arrows streaked toward him. Those he snatched and redirected to the farthest archer. After that, Nemesis turned suddenly and dove with his wings clasped tightly to his side. The archer closest to him flinched and tried to drop, but Nemesis’ long neck allowed him to crunch his jaws around the tall figure. The dragon twisted his head, clenched his teeth with all his might, and shook the body apart, sending chunks of archer flying. His tongue wrapped around the bow the creature had held and he spat the wood away, even as he swallowed his foe. Mana surged into him from absorbing a solid portion of his enemy’s cultivation.
Artax’ breath lit up the night and lightning spread across the ground when the bolt shattered and expanded to leap from raider to raider. The human-sized beings screamed and spasmed, though the giants seemed unaffected. Boulders flew at the dragons, and Nemesis was forced to dodge sharply to avoid having his wing shattered. The sudden movement distracted him, though, and three arrows slammed into his hip just ahead of his tail. Talia’s attack came in the form of six flaming spears that exploded upon contact with the ground. The one he’d sprayed with acid screamed as flames chewed into the wounds and caused him to collapse. How tough are these things that it takes the attacks of two dragons to drop one? His shock grew when he realized the giant was still moving. 
His determination to keep the giants from reaching Harper meant he had to take risks. When the next barrage of arrows came, he seized control of them and spun them around to strike all of the archers. The meaty thuds echoed as the creatures flinched from the impacts. While he didn’t manage to kill them all, he did interrupt their sky walking and cause them to drop from the air. He curved in his flight to catch one in his jaws and break it apart with violent shaking. He spat the quiver of metal arrows out with a retch. Then he used his breath to spray the giant that had drawn closest to the outpost. Acid burned into the creature’s back, eliciting a roar of pain from it. The woman spun and slammed her foot down to send a boulder into her hand. Nemesis braced as she hurled it up at him. Then, with a snarl, he sent it back at her, unable to help his laugh at the look of shock that had been on her face when the rock shattered off her skull. 
The blow sent her stumbling into her smaller minions, and then Artax blew her off her feet with a blast of lightning. The huge body twisted and landed face down, rising no more. The smaller invaders were spreading out to avoid the attacks of the dragons, but they hadn’t stopped firing arrows at the outpost. Must have realized they can’t hurt us with their bows, so they’re going for our riders. The fact Harper was in danger caused his anger to spike, but Nemesis was forced to turn his attention back to the mid-sized archers. Some of them had survived the fall and were now taking aim at Talia with their bows.
He'd taken hits to his foreleg and his hind, yet he didn’t hold back as he dropped to the ground and lashed out with his claws. They were tough things, but not tough enough to stop him from rending their bodies to pieces. He limped from the first two he’d hit toward the third. One of the remaining giants charged him and a monstrous foot caught him in the ribs, sending him flipping through the air. Nemesis grunted as he hit the ground and rolled. He’d heard several ribs crack from the blow. His head rose from the dirt and he immediately spotted the giant running toward him with a massive hammer over its head. Nemesis inhaled sharply, then he sprayed his acid point blank into the creature’s face. The bat-eared giant made the mistake of screaming as its eyes melted—that allowed the acid into its throat. The creature was tough, but its skin was more susceptible to his attack—likely a different cultivation had forged its body. His poison spread through its face and then it collapsed. More important for Nemesis, the acid ate through the handle of that huge hammer, so when the raider reflexively swung down, the head had dropped off and landed on the ground behind it. The haft whiffed short and the dying giant tripped and collapsed. 
Nemesis climbed to his feet and tried to move despite the damage he’d taken. Flames blasted down around him and he froze to avoid being caught up in the infernos. Talia swept over him, and then he had to duck as Artax sent lightning blazing past his head. The arc of electricity slammed dead center into the chest of another giant and then followed her limbs down into the soil. Her response was to cause several stone spears to rise from the ground, which she flung one by one at the flying dragons. Nemesis reached out with his mind and caught the spears before they could fly too far, then he sent them in a quick loop and rammed them into the giantess’ back. She staggered and coughed up blood, injuries mounting. Nemesis saw her catch herself on one huge hand, so he sprayed acid across her arm while trying to push the spears all the way through her. 
Artax shook the earth as he landed on one of the giants and began to rend it with tooth and claw. Nemesis tried to track how many they’d killed, but he wasn’t sure which had actually died and which were holding on. A quick glance showed Talia had taken over killing the mid-sized raiders… and their riders had been steadily eliminating the smallest. As far as he could see, they were in the clear.
Now where the hell did these things come from?




Chapter thirty-one

Nemesis felt bloated with mana after eating one of the giants. Unfortunately for him, he didn’t have time to simply rest and digest. He took his elven form so he could assist in the cleanup, though Harper insisted he sit and go through the raiders’ belongings when she saw the mangled shape his hip was in. 
Between his acid, Talia’s flames, and Artax blasting lightning through their ranks… there weren’t a lot of intact belongings to go through. An impressive number of bows survived, though given there were only five individuals with arms to use them, it didn’t actually help them. Nemesis dutifully catalogued everything they’d gotten, even as he used their private link to speak to Harper.
‘What are these things, then? They’re not spirit beasts.’
‘No, they’re people. This is what happens when goblins cultivate. The smallest ones here were orcs, the first evolution of the race. The bigger ones were ogres, and the giants were ogre magi. Goblins are one of those races that evolve as they develop their cultivation base. Ogre magi are around B-rank, which is why it took so much effort to kill them,’ Harper explained.
Nemesis grunted. He pulled a pouch off one of the corpses and opened it up while turning over that tidbit. His eyes widened when he pulled a folded parchment sheet free and opened it. ‘We might… have a bigger problem. I just found a document instructing a ‘talon’ to investigate the Obsidian Peaks and find a route into the empire.’
He hissed in frustration and set the paper to the side, then began going through the ogre’s belongings more thoroughly. He heard Harper shouting to Kaia, but he blocked it out as he worked. Now that he was looking for it, Nemesis found what could be unit patches sewn into the animal hides the creature was wearing. The insignia was unfamiliar, but there was a definite martial theme to the designs. He closed his eyes and focused on pushing his thoughts to all of the others. ‘I think this was a dedicated military unit. The ogre I’m searching was carrying marching orders, and his hides have a symbol on them. Look at the corpses near you, do they have a patch that looks like a claw cutting through an axe on it?’
The tone of the cleanup shifted as the riders began to go through orc clothing, looking for the same symbols. “Found one!” Talia yelled. She held a sleeve she’d torn from one of the orcs up over her head. 
“Here too,” called Kaia. She was grimacing in distaste as she lifted an ogre magi belt into the air. 
“Same,” said Harper. His rider had found the symbol engraved onto a quiver. Nemesis saw the serious look on her face, nodding when their eyes made contact. Artax flew over them, and then turned as Min instructed him to backtrack along the orcs’ trail. Nemesis frowned and directed his mind to Harper.
‘Is Artax the best choice to try and scout their trail?’ he asked over a private connection. 
‘No, but you’re injured and Talia is a glowing beacon in the moonlight, so he’s the best option we’ve got right now. Unfortunately, the goblinoid race has exceptional night vision. Send a message to Min and remind her to stay high if she can.’
Nemesis closed his eyes and sent his mind racing after the blue. When he felt the tickle of Min’s mind, he pushed to link them—which went shockingly easy. ‘Min, Harper says to keep Artax at a high altitude.’ He paused, then decided to add some advice of his own. ‘The ogre arrows might be able to crack his scales, and if there’s a unit of ogre magi he’d be in trouble.’
‘Thanks. Let everyone know we’ll be back when we can. Might be a few days. Stay safe.’
Nemesis swallowed. The idea of Min getting hurt… bothered him. ‘You as well. I’m not finished with you yet.’ A flush of heat radiated along the mental connection, and he smiled as he felt a mix of affection, embarrassment, and anticipation roll off the human.
‘Yeah, you’re definitely not. Now focus on getting the outpost prepared. We might have an invasion on the way.’
‘Yes, ma’am,’ Nemesis sent back with a mental laugh. The banter had lifted his spirits, and he rolled his shoulders before directing his energies back into the search. He relayed Min’s message to the others, then watched as Kaia and Talia began setting out the construction formations again. The valley around Lake Tarn was too large to block off with the formations they had available. What they could do—and were doing—was to establish a circular wall around the outpost and adjust the height to make it hard for the ogre magi to simply step over. It didn’t solve their manpower issues, though, and Nemesis wasn’t sure how they’d defend it against a true army. 
Artax has War for his secondary classification, but if the ogre magi are common, he’ll be overwhelmed quickly. Talia’s spells can devastate large groups, but they aren’t powerful enough to quickly take down the higher-level cultivators, and I have the same issue with my own acid. Even if I go all out with my telekinetics from the beginning there’s no guarantee we can kill more than a handful of ogre magi quickly; but if we focus on just the bigger goblinoids, the smaller will overrun the fort.
Nemesis snarled in frustration. He had arrogantly believed that three dragons could handle any problem the frontier could throw at them, yet he’d never seriously considered the possibility they’d face an invading army. Cambus is a true War dragon, he thought bitterly. The massive green had been able to release a cloud of acidic gas for years, perfectly suited for wiping out large groups. He glanced up and found the others all staring at him.
“What?” he asked. In his surprise, he’d spoken out loud—his own voice sounded defensive to his ears. 
“Stop broadcasting your feelings—you’re depressing me to the point I want to bite a corpse!” Talia yelled from where she was driving a formation stake into the ground. The gold looked exhausted, and Nemesis didn’t blame her. He felt guilty when he realized he’d allowed his mental defenses to slip.
“Sorry, I’ll tighten my shields.” Embarrassed, Nemesis got back to work investigating the bodies—a job that took them straight through to the morning. By the time the sun rose, they’d piled the stripped corpses, and what the dragons didn’t use for breakfast, they burned. With Artax gone, Talia and Nemesis were able to split an ogre magi between them. Once sated, they used a chilling formation to save the last for the blue. 
Talia set up a pair of temporary formations in the landing field of the outpost so they could rest in their true forms without retreating to their caverns. The formations trapped the escaping mana and would enrich the cultivation of their riders. Nemesis was glad to sleep, as his wounds ached. Harper sank nearby to meditate, so he let himself drift. The earth mana being purged from my system as I absorb the ogre magi should be good for her, he mused, his mind going blank.
Nemesis woke in the late afternoon and cast his mind out in search of Min and Artax before he opened his eyes. The blue was nowhere to be found, and Nemesis couldn’t detect the warmth of Min’s consciousness. He stretched slowly and felt a stiffness to his limbs where the broken scales near his hips were still mending. As he bent and twisted his squat form to ensure he could move if he needed to, he cast a line of thought out to Harper. His probe found her working in one of the outpost crafting stations. ‘Any word from Min yet?’ 
Her thoughts were calm, a sign she had been deeply focused on whatever she was working on. That calm rippled into surprise when he whispered into her thoughts, though she recovered quickly. ‘She sent a talisman message back around midday. Artax found signs of a large gathering of orcs, so they planned to follow it. The group seems to have been cutting a path southwest. It’s starting to look like there might be a goblinoid civilization somewhere out there.’
Nemesis hissed in frustration. ‘There’s no way we can stop an army. We’re supposed to be culling spirit beasts so the legion can establish their fortifications here, not holding back a rival kingdom.’
‘You’re right, that’s why I used a talisman message to send word back to the empire. Have you checked your scores to see how the ogre magi changed you? Their mana affinities weren’t ideal, but they were B-rank.’
‘One moment.’ It took a simple flex of willpower to bring up his crystal’s display.
Nemesis: current rank, D4. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental D4
Lethality D2
Defensive D5
Physicality D5
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
‘The ogre magi pushed my defensive and physicality scores up to D5… I’m a D4 now. Seems like they’re good for strengthening my body, but not much else,’ he sent after a few seconds of studying the changes.
‘Better than nothing. How about we head out on a patrol and see if we can find something suited to you? Talia thought she saw signs of some poisonous frogs in that swamp to the east.’
Nemesis shifted as an immediate spike of avarice ran through him. The desire to grow stronger, to be without peer was always with him… yet he had concerns. ‘Is it safe to leave Talia and Kaia alone here?’
The entire time they had been speaking he had felt Harper’s focus—what he hadn’t noticed was her mental energy was drawing closer. He realized she must have packed up whatever project she was working on and begun walking his way as soon as their conversation started. She popped up in front of his snout and tapped her finger against the tip of his muzzle.
“They’ll be fine. Talia woke before you, so they did a quick patrol to the west. She got lucky too—they came across a nest of firebirds and one of them had just evolved to a lesser phoenix. Six solid fire cores for her to work through.”
While Harper spoke, she climbed the straps of his harness and began buckling herself in place. He’d replaced his robes before he started searching the corpses, making sure all the straps were done properly before he’d let himself pass out. That knowledge reassured him as he watched her to ensure she strapped herself in. She glowered at him and he met her gaze.
‘If we come under fire from another orc patrol, I don’t want to be worrying you’ll fall off,’ he said pointedly. Her expression softened and she nodded in understanding. 
“That’s fair. Now, your shell fragments are back in place, and I have my javelins, so we should be good for keeping a distance from the frogs. Let’s get to it.” Harper slapped a hand down on the thick scales of his back, and then braced herself. Nemesis carefully stepped over the formation flags, and once clear, he began to run. His gait lacked his normal grace, since the damage to his hips meant he was limping, but soon he had the speed he needed to leap into the air. His wings snapped out and he began to pump hard, trying to gain altitude. His eyes scanned the terrain around the outpost as he rose. 
Decent job cleaning up the bodies, but you can definitely tell a battle was fought here. The ground was scorched in many places. Artax’ lightning had fused soil into glass in several spots, and Talia’s blaze had cracked stones. His own acid had left the ground pitted with wilted plants all around, though his poison was less effective against plants and creatures that lacked blood or brains. He put all of that out of his mind as he curved his neck and followed his horns to the east. Wings pumping steadily, he allowed his mental senses to scan the woodland below him in signs of higher thinking. 
Harper was anxious, though there was a quiet determination radiating from her he found soothing. She’s probably just as nervous about an orc invasion as I am, but she’ll never let that stop her… and I won’t let anything hurt her. I’ll slaughter a thousand orcs if I have to. He growled at the idea of what might be coming for her. Harper, used to his moods, reached down and scratched at the thick scale along his neck. The sensation was more emotional than physical, but it still comforted him. 
Once he was high enough, he evened out and began to glide. The black dragon expanded his mental awareness in a globe around him to guard against aerial attacks, though most of his focus was on the forest below. It took nearly an hour for them to reach the rivers that poured into the woods and started changing the land to swamps. As the moisture spread, the trees changed. The towering redwoods vanished and shorter, thicker trunks emerged from the soggy ground. Islands of stones dotted the area between streams, as rockfalls from the nearby peaks had left numerous boulders to stand up to the moisture. The entire place stank of sulfur, leading Nemesis to think a volcanic vent or two was hidden in the water. Large insects and reptiles lounged about, sunning themselves, and Nemesis kept his eyes peeled for signs of the amphibians Talia had spotted.
‘Are you going to be able to handle the poisons?’ he asked Harper. She shifted in her saddle and he heard her rummaging through her pack. The noises were hard to make out over the wind that coursed around his head, yet Nemesis was used to tuning out that distraction. 
‘I’ve got a new mask to try out, and I also just finished tempering my lungs with metal mana, so I should be okay.’ Harper sounded sure of herself, and Nemesis didn’t blame her. In many ways, she was the perfect rider for him. Her constant cultivation with stone affinity raised her resistances to acids, and tempering her body with metal made it even harder for poison to hurt her. When she reaches a full body of metal, she’ll be immune to all but the strongest spiritual poisons. Unfortunately, a metal body is actually more vulnerable to acid, so if she doesn’t keep her spiritual cultivation stronger than her body, she’ll undo all her hard work. Still, she’s as protected from my breath as she can get for now, he mused. 
He couldn’t continue to indulge in his worrying, as the target of their expedition had come into sight. Nemesis’ crimson eyes widened when he took in the beautiful, glowing forms of dozens of huge frogs bouncing from tree to tree. They pulsed with colored lights and he could smell the sickly-sweet stink of poison emanating off their flesh. Harper gagged on his back, then she leaned over him to punch his back armor.
‘Let’s get them!’
The dragon twisted in the air before diving into the grove without hesitation. 




Chapter thirty-two

Most of the frogs were weak, pathetically so, and their cores were hardly worth consuming, but a few of them fairly pulsed with toxic mana. Nemesis found there was a quality to the sheer volume of toxic meat he ate. His stomach was swollen and uncomfortable, yet he didn’t stop until he’d eaten every one of the dog-sized corpses.  
“You’re waddling,” Harper teased. She currently wore a leather mask that wrapped completely around her head. A pair of crystal lenses let her see perfectly well, though Nemesis thought the extended beak-like face plate was… odd. Harper had explained to him that the drawn-out piece held a number of filtering materials like cotton soaked in ground charcoal. He didn’t understand it, but she insisted it worked to purify the air around her face. 
‘I might have overdone it a bit,’ he admitted as he shifted to lie on his stomach in the swampy water. The ripples that spread out from him almost reached her ankles where she perched on a boulder. He was certain she was squinting at him in disapproval. ‘Sorry.’
“I’d like to avoid smelling like the swamp if possible. How many were there overall?”
Nemesis went over the fight in his head. To call it an easy battle was giving the enemy more credit than they were due; the frogs had no attacks that could penetrate his scales, and he was immune to their noxious vapors. Even the few evolved species that spat acidic slime had failed to damage him. ‘I think there were somewhere between forty and fifty, though I’m not really sure. They were so fragile most of them had been reduced to chunks.’
Mild disgust washed off her, but then she shook her head. “Yeah, you’re the perfect predator to keep creatures like this in check. If one or two had managed to advance to a high degree, they could have proved to be a true danger to the outpost.” 
Nemesis bobbed his head in agreement. The smallest frogs had a slime that poisoned whatever touched them, and the largest were surrounded by clouds of toxic gas. A truly evolved example of the species might have developed a poison attack that could kill vast numbers of people. He stretched his wings up over his body, and then carefully folded them down once more. His crimson eyes narrowed as he took in the streams moving around them. ‘Something must have helped fuel their growth, right? A source of poison mana that allowed them to begin flourishing and evolving. I wonder if I can find it…’
Harper motioned for him to look around, set her blade across her knees, and leaned back against the boulder. “Go ahead and look. Anything that potent can probably overwhelm my defenses, so I’ll just stay here and keep a lookout for us.”
Nemesis didn’t have as acute a mana sense as those with a true magic ability, but all spirit beasts could sense mana to some degree. Wood and water mana were the most prominent affinities around him, the swamp positively swimming in it. His nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed as he set his senses to sniffing out the poison mana that had been nurturing the frogs. The acrid smell filled his nostrils a moment later and led him between fat trees with wide, creeping roots. His body slid through the water as he kept his legs bent and his belly low. The water was soothing to his injuries, and he didn’t concern himself with the risk of infection. 
He came to a grotto where the trees had twisted and lost their leaves. The plants weren’t dead, though—in fact, they radiated a perverse life that hinted at future evolutions. He sniffed one of the swollen, green fruit and flicked his tongue across it. The tang was… interesting, but not a flavor he actually wanted to consume. His head curved over the water and he tilted his muzzle down to stare into the pool that dominated the center of the clearing. Bubbles of a yellow vapor were rising from the water, and his senses told him it went deeper than it appeared. He crawled forward and sank his claws into the muck, then he dragged himself below the surface of the pond. 
Where he thought he’d find a muddy bottom, Nemesis discovered a cave that led down beneath the swamp. The water that filled it didn’t bother him at all, though he disliked feeling the walls pressing in on his wings. Not going to have a lot of room to move around if there’s something dangerous down this tunnel. Despite the danger, he refused to give up his search for whatever treasure was producing the poison mana. The bubbles of noxious chemicals popped against him as he crawled down the tube, each leaving hints of toxins on his scales. Truthfully, it felt comforting to the dragon.
The cave spread out suddenly, so he sank his claws into the ceiling to hold himself in place while he examined it. Nemesis felt a chill spread through him when he realized what was producing the mana that fed the pond. The spirit beast had to be at least seventy feet long, though the mossy plants growing across its body made it hard to get a clear picture. The creature had rested in one place so long that the cavern plants had almost completely covered it in a blanket of poisonous growth. Nemesis spotted mushrooms sprouting along the beast’s horns, and underwater grasses rising from the spaces between its scales. The water around its body was a milky yellow that further obscured the details he tried to make out.
The thing’s core must be very strong to produce this much mana while it sleeps. It’s clearly more powerful than I am… but it’s also asleep. If I kill it, I might just hit C-rank before Cambus arrives. His thoughts were greedy. The greed was further magnified when he realized the beast was lying upon a bed of coins and gemstones. They were hard to make out because of the algae and plants growing all over the cavern floor, yet he caught the glint of gold from numerous places. It was foolish—incredibly so—to think he could defeat a creature over three times his size, yet the more Nemesis thought of it, the more he wanted to try. This must be the king of the woodlands: nothing but an apex predator would feel so comfortable sleeping while the area grew and changed around it. 
The greatest spirit beasts were often referred to as kings, a designation to distinguish that nothing in their area was willing to challenge them. Nemesis knew from his studies that many of them slipped into hibernation for long stretches of time as they waited for challengers to develop. They needed strong rivals to battle, or else they couldn’t continue to grow. With the orcs on the way, the smart play would be to retreat back to the outpost and let the others know. Depending on how strong this creature is… it might take all three of us to defeat it. Still, all that gold… With a sigh, Nemesis reluctantly turned and began his climb out of the cavern. Simply lingering in the presence of the king had made him feel stronger, and that was the deciding factor for the dragon. If the king was so powerful as to boost him without the need to eat it, he knew there was no way he could kill it on his own. 
When he finally emerged from the pond into the sunlight, he sent a call to Harper. ‘I’ve found something very dangerous. We’d best head back to the outpost immediately. We’ll need to mark this place on our maps. I think I’ve found the king of the forest.’
Harper’s burst of alarm was sharp enough to dull his senses for a moment. He stretched his legs to reach her as swiftly as he could. She was standing on the boulder, and when he drew close she leaped to land upon the saddle. For once, Nemesis didn’t wait to ensure she had strapped herself in place. He spread his wings and pumped firmly to lift himself into the sky. Without a running start to assist him it was a struggle, but he managed to climb out of the swamp. He filled Harper in on what he had seen as he reached gliding altitude, then he banked a turn to the west to head back to the outpost.
‘You did the right thing. The plants are likely a sign of high wood affinity. If it’s steeped in poison and wood it probably has a powerful healing skill. You might have been able to injure it… then find it completely healed after a bit of sleep. It could have gone very badly for you,’ Harper pointed out over their bond. 
Nemesis let out a grunt as she made her observation. His wings strained while he kept them moving steadily westward. ‘I’ll confess I… didn’t think of that. I was sorely tempted to take a risk, but I eventually thought better of it. Now I’m glad I took the cautious approach.’
Her mental laugh warmed him, and he felt her hand pat his neck. ‘Well, I’m glad you did, because there’s a solid chance we’d both be dead if you hadn’t.’
That put a damper on further conversation and Nemesis focused on flying them back to the outpost. He didn’t let his worries distract him from keeping an eye out for anything that might think to make a meal of a dragon. He knew that until he hit C-rank there were any number of spirit beasts inclined to try and hunt him. Persephone is an A-rank dragon which makes her S-rank for some spirit beasts. She never hesitated to point out that there were still creatures that challenged her each year, though few of them inside the empire. Kolos must have more power than I can truly comprehend, as an S-rank. What is the difference between him and a god beast though? Persephone was clear that Kolos was not a divine beast, despite all his strength. 
Nemesis lost himself in trying to understand the distinction, but he had never mastered the lessons on the divine. Those lessons had a lot to do with magic, concepts, and mana control… and as Nemesis could never hope to control mana, he’d spent those classes daydreaming. The range of growth capable for spirit beasts was vast. 
I should have paid more attention to my studies on beasts. It’s possible the king of the forest is an A-rank or higher. If it is, even the three of us might not be enough. The thought was depressing, so he did his best to push it from his mind while he glided home. 
Relief flowed into him when he spotted a large blue shape resting inside the walls of the outpost. ‘Min and Artax are back,’ he sent to Harper. His vision was better than hers over long distances, so he was usually the first one to spot important things on the horizon.
‘Oh good, I was really worrying about them,’ she admitted. His head bobbed as he began to circle around the fortifications, making sure the blue hadn’t been followed. His mental awareness meant he could penetrate certain stealth techniques better than the others. It took close to half an hour to properly scout the area around Tarn Lake, but Nemesis didn’t rush. When he finally came in for a landing, he saw that Artax was sound asleep. Harper climbed down, and he assumed his elven form. He blinked when she looped her fingers through his, though the touch made him feel warm and content.
“Let’s find the others so we can fill them in on what I found… and learn what Min discovered,” he said. The pair set off for the tavern building they’d been using as headquarters and soon heard voices. Kaia and Min were having a rather loud discussion on what to do about the orcs. 
“Nemmy!” Min slammed into him as soon as he came in through the door. The tall blonde would have knocked him over had he been a true elf—as it was, he rocked on his heels for a moment before he returned the embrace. Her face glowed with happiness and she planted a kiss on his lips that caused his toes to curl. Nemesis rested his hand on the small of her back without releasing Harper’s fingers from his grip. 
His rider was smiling, and he felt a slight nervousness he had only been vaguely aware of start to unclench in the middle of his chest. When Min took a step back, he gave her a smile of his own. “I’m glad you made it home safely,” he said. He wished he hadn’t sounded so grave, but the entire situation was troubling him. The noblewoman seemed to sense that, and she rubbed his shoulder as she turned her attention to Harper, then over to Kaia.
“I was filling Kaia in on what Artax and I found. We flew for almost a hundred miles before we located the source of their march. There’s a city that rivals Fort Talon, though it’s less advanced. The whole area is surrounded by tents and entrenched troops. Most of them are orcs, but there are at least six companies of ogres. We saw one hill fort near the city that was sized for ogre magi, so they have to have a significant number of the beasts. All told, I’d guess there’s at least ten thousand goblinoid troops outside the city. Given the number of branches we found on the trail route… at least several hundred orcs must be searching these mountains, maybe more.”
Min’s recitation sent a chill through the room. Kaia went to one of the shelves formed in the walls and took down a bottle they’d gotten from the trader. She twisted the cork free and took a slug, then offered it silently to Harper. Nemesis watched his rider step over to accept the drink and take a long swallow, then she passed it to Min. There was an air of dread filling the tavern and the dragon couldn’t help but shift as it washed over him.
“So, what do we do to prepare?” he asked. Three pairs of eyes swiveled to look at him and he grimaced at the stares. Then he rubbed his hands together and rolled his shoulders. “If we abandon the outpost, Jaden will list us as military deserters. You’ll get your cultivations destroyed, while Artax, Talia, and I will be fed to Cambus. Whether we want to or not, we’re going to have to put up some kind of defense.”
Min opened her mouth as though to protest, then her shoulders slumped. “You’re right. I hate to say it, but you’re right. He’d slap a slave collar around Kaia and Harper and bond them as his personal servants, and I’d be sent back to Father for re-education, or worse. Much as it pains me to say it, we’re better off fighting the orcs.”
Harper stepped closer to him and extended the bottle. Nemesis accepted it and downed a long swallow of the caustic brandy. The liquid sloshed as he lowered the bottle, and when he turned his eyes to the women he saw them silently staring at each other.
“Well, I have an idea,” Talia announced from her position by the wall behind him. 




Chapter thirty-three

The gold dragon stepped into the center of the room and grabbed the bottle from Nemesis’ grip. They all waited as she took a slug and then leaned back on the door frame. Nemesis noticed the tired lines of her face and wondered how much rest she’d gotten recently. 
“If we can hunt down some bigger beasts and use their cores for a few formations, I think we can craft a distraction field around the outpost which will make it hard for anything to get too close. That would keep the orcs from finding us until the mana ran out,” Talia began. She held the bottle out for Kaia to claim as the redhead came out from behind the bar. The human planted a kiss on her shoulder as she slipped past. “The problem is, we’d need enough of them to cover all of the routes up the mountains.”
Nemesis pursed his lips. “Not necessarily… We could reduce the number of paths that can be taken. Several of the mountain trails are narrow, so if we collapse some of them, we’ll control the methods of approach. We just have to make it look like natural wear and tear.”
Everyone gathered around one of the tavern tables and passed the bottle back and forth while debating the best ways to break up the trails leading to the outpost. The conversation dragged on for a while, aided by the potent liquor. After several hours, they’d come to a tentative plan of using Artax’ lightning and Talia’s flames to simulate a battle between powerful spirit beasts. It wasn’t uncommon for strong creatures to break the terrain while they fought, and if the idea of huge predators lurking in the mountains unnerved the orcs, all the better.
While the other two provided the firepower, Nemesis would use his telekinesis to ensure the debris landed in a way that blocked the paths. His mental powers were rare, and thus not often watched for. Theoretically, the orcs might have someone who cultivated mind mana and might detect his activity—but it wasn’t likely. There was a reason predators that used pure mental energy were so feared. They all acknowledged it wasn’t a perfect plan, yet in the face of overwhelming numbers they couldn’t come up with a better one. On a more positive note, Talia estimated the main army would take at least two or three weeks to arrive at the outpost if they left immediately. The mountains were simply too hard for a large force to pass through quickly. That was one reason the legion was taking so long to reach them.
Retiring to sleep, Nemesis didn’t think anything of the fact that Harper chose to walk with him toward his waterfall. His rider curled against his side and he kept his arm looped around her waist. Min had fallen asleep at the table, and Kaia had promised to put the noble to bed. Nemesis let his fingers run over the soft leather of Harper’s pants and glanced down at her as they walked. She’d undone her hair at some point, so the black locks flowed down around her face like a river of silk. He took a second to lift one hand and brush some of the hair back behind one of her ears, letting him better see her face.
“You’re beautiful,” he murmured. She blinked and looked up at him in surprise, then a blush spread across her pale features. He smiled at her and planted a kiss on her forehead as she watched him.
“Well, thank you. You did a good job in your elven form. Why an elf, though? I don’t think I ever asked why you chose that shape when you forced a new body pattern.”
Nemesis frowned as he searched for the words. “Truthfully, I didn’t want to share a race with Jonah, so humans were out. Dwarves are too hairy, and gnomes too short. I knew the closer I looked to a true race, the easier a time I’d have getting people to accept me. Thanks to Caleb I was familiar with how an elven body is supposed to look, though we both know I got at least a few details wrong.”
Harper giggled and covered her mouth briefly. “Yes, well, I like your design alterations. You might not have known what a naked elf looks like, but from the glimpses I’ve caught, your build is a rather pointed improvement of their natural equipment.” The tips of her ears had darkened further as she continued to flush. Nemesis narrowed his crimson eyes.
“Is that so? Have you seen a great many species naked?” he teased. She looked scandalized at him, then slapped him on the chest.
“Riders have community baths, you know that. I’ve seen most of the other cadets naked at one point or another, with a few exceptions. Besides, there’s a reason so many half-elves exist. It’s weird that elves aren’t more attracted to each other, but sometimes I think they’d rather fuck anything but their own kind. They can’t breed with gnomes, dwarves, or orcs… yet that doesn’t stop the recreational attempts.”
“Huh, strange. Do many humanoids cross-breed?” Nemesis hadn’t ever given the production of offspring between the races much thought. They’d been taught the method most used to produce kids, yet none of the trainers had thought it wise to inflict exposure to babies on a group of temperamental, and very lethal, dragons. 
“Humans can breed with just about anything,” Harper said in a casual manner. She flicked a hand to dismiss it. “Goblinoids can too… though few races are willing to breed with them. Most people think they’re closer to beasts than people because they evolve as they cultivate. Most people can have children with spirit beasts too, provided they possess the proper form. That’s one way noble houses develop bloodlines. They build strong ties to specific spirit beasts, and then make sure to work that into their family line over and over.”
“Even dragons?”
“Especially dragons. Some people say the reason the Immortal is so powerful is that his family line has been including dragons for generations, so his bloodline was purified by his bond to Kolos. There’s one rumor that even claims Kolos is actually the progenitor of his family line, though that doesn’t make any sense because almost all dragons bond a rider when they’re hatchlings.”
Nemesis didn’t want to talk about Kolos and the Immortal—that topic always soured his mood. He ran his fingers along Harper’s hip and decided to focus on her instead. “Do you have a bloodline?” She’d never mentioned one, so he didn’t think she did. He glanced around to check their progress and saw they’d nearly reached the waterfall. Reflexively, he formed a dome of mental energy around them to keep the water from landing on them. 
“Me? Not really. If I do, it’s too weak to be detected. I’m just a regular half-elf, boring and common as clay,” she said. He sensed sadness along their bond, and as he parted the waterfall so they could step under it, he reached out and took her chin in his fingers.
“You are anything but boring, my beauty.” Nemesis leaned down and kissed her gently. Her arms looped around his neck and he lifted her into his embrace. Stepping into the cavern, Nemesis allowed the waterfall to resume its course and shield them from sight. He carried Harper into the room he’d prepared for her, then pressed her up against one of the stone walls. The dragon couldn’t seem to get enough of kissing her. Her tongue slipped into his mouth and swirled against his. Then, he let his fingers travel along her hips and began tugging free the lacings that held her leather armor together. 
Soon they were frantically stripping each other, trying to press even closer together. Nemesis wasn’t sure exactly when they tumbled onto the mattress, but his heart thundered at the feeling of her naked body beneath his own. She wrapped her long legs around his and her nails scraped his back. Despite the fierce heat burning in his blood, Nemesis remembered her request for softness just before the orcs had attacked. He made himself calm down and gently began to caress along her slender fame. The motions soothed her own energies, and her touches turned soft and exploratory. 
Nemesis caught a dark nipple between his lips and slowly traced the skin with his tongue. He slid it around over pebbled flesh, and then flicked rapidly across the trapped bud. Harper arched in response and her fingers buried themselves in his long hair. She’d insisted on pulling off the leather cordage he used to keep it back, so now it draped over the pair of them. One of Nemesis’ hands slid along the curve of her hip and then over her thigh. He let his fingers softly stroke up the wet slit between her legs… just curving his finger in a delicate spiral atop the hidden spot that made her tremble so. 
‘Nemesis… is it time?’ she asked in the hush of his mind. His finger unhooded her clit and ran around it until she vibrated. His tongue worked in the opposite direction, giving her trapped nipple the same treatment. Every second he didn’t answer seemed to coil tension deeper into her body. She pulled one of her hands from his hair and slid it between the two of them, then she wrapped her fingers around his manhood and stroked its length. A lusty heat was forming inside of her and he could feel it clearly.
‘I believe it is,’ he sent. She opened her legs for him and rolled the muscles in her stomach as she squirmed to place herself beneath his shaft. Nemesis adjusted with the movement and found her doing much of the work for him, eagerly pressing his tip to her entrance. Despite her aggressive posture, he chose to enter her slowly. Her fluids made the initial move easy, though he encountered a barrier before he’d truly begun. He sensed it wasn’t a true barrier, just the remnants of one… and damaged at that.
‘Don’t worry about that, training got rid of my maidenhead, just push through,’ she insisted. Harper’s mental tone was more hesitant than her words would have suggested. Hints of anxiety had mixed with her passion. Nemesis chose to loop an arm beneath her and hold her close as he pressed on. His rider was correct: the barrier wasn’t a true deterrent, but she still winced as he thrust gently past it. He withdrew, and then entered once more, a slow pace that allowed him to enjoy the warm brush of her body under him. Her expression of pain faded as her eyes rolled up in pleasure, and he soon found she’d locked her ankles behind his back. Her arms wrapped around his neck, and he felt the full strength of her cultivation as she made it clear he wouldn’t be escaping her any time soon.
The determined look on her face caused him to chuckle, and she blinked in confusion as she focused on him. ‘I’m not laughing at you… well, I mean, you do look quite fierce in your desire for me to stay where I am,’ he offered in explanation. Her face calmed and she flushed in embarrassment. She also claimed his lips, and once more their tongues began to duel. Nemesis set the pace of his strokes by her own emotions… gradually increasing the speed until she was roiling with pleasure, then he focused on maintaining it. One of his hands found her breast; the other moved to the swell of her ass.
‘One thing I love about your mind powers… we can talk and kiss at the same time,’ she said. Nemesis wondered at how she could sound breathless when not using her lungs to speak, but he wasn’t in the right mindset to explore the phenomena. He lost himself in how amazing this moment was. The tight, wet heat of her channel clenching around him as he thrust, the warmth of her skin rubbing against his, the firm flesh of her nipple rolling between his fingers, the flex of her muscular ass under his palm—her body was an instrument that threatened to erode his self-control. Nemesis wasn’t sure what this moment would have been like if that spirit plant hadn’t filled his memories with skills he’d never earned… but he was thankful it had. 
The pace gradually increased as Harper’s passions rose even further. She silently cried for more as her fingers curled so her nails scratched the base of his neck. The half-elf’s legs were hooked on his ass, her ankles crossed over his muscles as she clutched him with desire. Nemesis didn’t fail to give her what she craved, and soon he was thrusting rapidly. He took care to keep the strength of each stroke smooth, and his hands ran along her flesh as he watched her succumb to bliss. Her spine bowed, she arched her breast up into his hand, and her legs fluttered across his thighs as she lost her grip. Her abdomen clenched as waves of pleasure shook her… yet he never stopped. Her mental presence turned into wordless wails of pleasure when she realized he wasn’t slowing, yet she gave off an intense contentment. 
His own pleasure grew with each thrust, and the more she writhed the more he enjoyed it. Nemesis drew his hand around from behind her and found the bud of her clit, then began to swirl his digits over it. She let out a gasp and her eyes snapped into focus on him as he teased her so, but as he hadn’t stopped in his strong strokes, she struggled to form a coherent comment. ‘How many times… do you want… me to cum?’ she moaned into his mind. His smiling reply made her tremble and he leaned down to claim her nipple between his lips without breaking eye contact. When his tongue began to rapidly flutter across her nipple, she finally lost her composure and her head thumped back against the mattress. 
Nemesis felt a release building and his pace grew once more. The sound of the waterfall vanished behind the rapid slap of his body against hers, and as they crashed against each other faster and faster, Harper lost her composure. She went completely silent as her body shook in climax. He felt her mind white out. Her nails drew blood on his back as she dragged his face up to kiss him. As their lips met, he groaned and began to release. He sagged as his energy flowed out into her… but he wasn’t prepared for that power to circle within her and pulse back into him. The flush of energy caused his body to seize for a moment, then he was knocked off the bed entirely and onto the floor.
‘What was that?’ 




Chapter thirty-four

Harper lay still on the mattress, and if he hadn’t been able to hear her breathing, he might have grown very concerned. He tried to rise to his feet, only to find an ache in his muscles that thwarted his plans. “Ow. I feel like someone’s beaten my body with hammers,” he complained. The stone ceiling he was staring at didn’t seem to have much sympathy, though Harper did. 
“I’m sorry, that… was my fault. There’s this dual cultivation technique that some of the staff at Fort Talon use. They pass their mana back and forth when they climax, and both grow more powerful. I thought maybe it would work between us… and I think I did it wrong.”
Her remorse was clear, both in tone and through their mental connection. Nemesis grunted as he finally managed to roll onto his side. He put a hand to the bed and dragged himself up to where he could sit on the padding next to her. Harper stared at him with a look that made his chest ache. “No reason to feel bad. A chance to grow in power shouldn’t be ignored. We can either study the techniques more carefully to see what might have gone wrong, or just try again. I at least am… quite eager to try again.” He couldn’t stop the corners of his lips from rising into a smile. 
Harper squealed happily and sat up to throw her arms around him. She tugged him into a tight hug and planted a kiss on the tip of his nose. “I am too—again and again! I love you, Nemmy.” Her face immediately turned solemn. Nemesis studied her eyes for a moment, and then planted his own kiss on her nose.
“And I love you. I think I have since the day you helped free me from our prison. I know this isn’t how the bond between dragon and rider normally goes… but I have no regrets. You are mine.”
She blushed a little, then rested her face on his shoulder. The pair sat for some time and held each other, but eventually Harper straightened. She gave his chest a little nudge with her hands. “Okay, go to your grotto and properly digest all those frogs. We’re going to need you at full strength soon, and we both know you never absorb energy properly in your elven form.”
“As you wish,” he said with a laugh. He rose to his feet and paused before leaving. Nemesis cupped her face between his palms and planted a kiss on her lips, leaning his forehead to hers for a moment—then he left. 
His footsteps echoed in the main cavern as he walked through. His bulk had broken down many of the stalagmites and left the space clear for him to curl up, though this wasn’t the area he intended to sleep in. He pushed through some of the overgrown mosses and slid down into the tunnel that led to his toxic cavern. The mushrooms released dangerous spores when he arrived, yet none of it bothered the black dragon in his true form. His body thrummed with power waiting to be digested, so he curled into a tight loop to maximize his absorption. Nemesis closed off his senses and began meditating to manipulate the mana within his being. Dozens of frog cores were throbbing with power in his stomach and he squeezed them with his will. 
Nemesis focused all of that power along his throat and into the glands that created his acid and venom. He normally didn’t try to force mana to grow along a set path in this manner, since it was time consuming and if done wrong could damage his development. In this instance, however, he felt it was warranted. None of the cores were particularly strong, but they’d each absorbed some of the power of the king of the forest. He had a feeling pushing all of that energy into his venom sacks would boost his lethality immensely, something he’d need if they were to fight a long battle against the goblinoids. The downside of this technique was that it forced his body into a state of hibernation until he had exhausted the mana in those cores. He couldn’t spare much energy to worry about his allies—he needed it all to command these changes.
While he meditated, the others rested. Sleep was a fitful thing for most of them, though Harper found herself slumbering peacefully. The crew of the outpost, which was still unnamed, rose and began to work to ensure their own safety in the face of the potential invasion. Artax and Min flew out on a close patrol and found a group of elementals making their way out of a cave system along one of the mountain slopes. With Talia for backup they took down the creatures and harvested their cores to power the continued growth of the outpost’s newest wall. Kaia remained behind to work on a number of formations that might prove useful in concealing the area around their base. Min and the pair of dragons decided to risk an exploration they had been holding off. 
The group flew to a geyser field along the southeastern slopes of one of the peaks. There, they found a cavern entrance that radiated heat and sulfurous gases. Talia descended into the volcanic tunnel in hopes of finding cores that would improve her connection to the fire mana within her. Artax stood watch, and Min explored the surrounding area for rare plants that would aid Harper in her alchemy. It took half a day for Talia to reach an area where the creatures were too strong for her. She retreated, but the moment she rejoined them the heat of her scales forced Artax and Min to back away from her. The gold dragon went to her own caverns to meditate just as Nemesis was waking up. 
His head broke through the falling water just in time to see Talia vanish into the cave she’d claimed. He might not have noticed it if the snow along that peak hadn’t been steaming due to her presence. Casting his eyes around the valley, he spotted Artax and Min coming in for a landing within the outpost. He drew himself out from under the crashing water, spread his wings, and flapped his way to join them. Artax greeted him with a rumbling hiss and a flick of his tail. Min was more enthusiastic as she ran over and tossed herself against his dark scales. He growled contently at her efforts to hug his foreleg. The disparity in their sizes meant Min managed a solid grip on his leg. 
‘Are you going to let me take my elven form?’ he asked. She looked up at him and pursed her lips, then her eyes adopted a cunning expression as she examined his scales. She stepped back and bowed as though daring him. He sensed anticipation in her emotions, and that inspired him to be a bit cautious. He took a moment to look over his own body—which was when he realized he wasn’t wearing his enchanted harness. If he transformed into an elf, he’d be as naked as a babe. He gave her a mock glower and snorted at her, making her blonde hair blow back from her head. She laughed.
“Don’t look at me like that. I’m not the one who forgot to get dressed, am I?” Her tart response caused Artex to let out a grumbling sound and Nemesis could feel the blue dragon mocking him. 
‘A fair point. I guess you’ll have to deal with my nudity, then,’ he said. It took a brief moment to focus his will and assume his humanoid body, but once done, he felt no shame. It isn’t like I’m not naked all the time. These beings might be raised to feel shame and modesty over their bodies, but I don’t plan on adopting those qualities—oomph! His musings were interrupted when the noble wrapped her arms around him, took him by the hair, and crushed her lips to his hard enough to bend him back over her forearm. It took Nemesis a moment to get his bearings and brace his hands on her shoulders. By the time he had, Min allowed him to stand upright once more.
“That’s for coming back alive,” she informed him with a smug grin. Her emotions revealed she was quite proud of herself, and Nemesis was once more made aware of how strong her mental presence was compared to the others. He once more made a note to himself to look into that. Then, he used his grip on her shoulders to open a hint of space between them.
“Well, with those kinds of rewards I’ll be sure to do that even more often. Still, give me a second. I’m not used to being manhandled,” he said, smiling in an effort to remove any sting from his words. The attempt seemed to go well as she cuddled into his side with no sign of hurt feelings. Her armor was cool against his skin and he was glad for the hard steel. I’m fairly certain if she were wearing anything softer, then my physical reaction to her touch would make walking awkward. He looked over at her. “How about you fill me in on everything since I went into meditation?” he asked. Min happily relayed what the group had been working on as they walked toward the alchemy station. He assumed Harper was working there, as he hadn’t found her in her rooms in his cavern. 
The walk wasn’t a far one, yet somehow Min found the time to check out his body six separate times—that he noticed. She lost track of her story repeatedly, though he was able to bring her back on track. “You’re a very lusty woman, aren’t you?” he finally asked. They stood outside the workshop, but he chose to take a moment to give Min a chance to reply. The blonde flushed and bit her lower lip.
“I wouldn’t have said I was before you. You’re not my first, but human men are… boring. Compared to you. You give off this primal intensity, a killing intent… and it carries over into how you use your body. Tying my wrists, controlling me the way you did, that was… really good. I liked it. I want more.”
She grew steadily more embarrassed as she spoke; he felt that clearly. At the same time, her confession sparked desire in her, which left Nemesis confused. “Is your interest just because I’m a dragon?” He wasn’t sure how to feel about that—he knew that if Min only craved him because he was a spirit beast, he would probably wash his hands of the affair. 
“No! You’re smart, sarcastic, kind of a dick to be honest. But you always stand up for Harper, and you’re cunning in battle. You’ve never backed down, even when it was obvious you were the weakest hatchling in our training group. I admire that, even the negative parts. It might have started with amusement that you made Jaden irrationally angry, but over the last ten years I’ve come to appreciate your personality. I’m not saying it’s lo—”
Nemesis held up a hand to stop her. He offered her a smile. “I’m not asking for any grand confessions. As long as you don’t have some perverse obsession with fucking beasts, I am content letting our connection grow over time. I’d be lying if I said my attraction to you wasn’t mostly based on your beauty and my admiration for you as a warrior. It might grow into something more, it might not… but what it is now is enough for me. Is that okay?”
She gazed into his eyes for several minutes without speaking. Nemesis was amazed to realize there were tendrils of mental power extending from her to him, like she was tasting his honesty. He could have swatted them away without effort, but instead he let them connect with his mind and allowed her to see his sincerity. She calmed, and then after a moment planted a soft kiss on his lips. “It works for me. Now, I have herbs to deliver to Harper, and I am betting you’d like to fetch your robes?”
He lifted a hand and poked his finger to the tip of her nose the way Harper so often did to him. “You’re correct. While you might enjoy the sight, I am sure Kaia would appreciate a bit more modesty while she carves her formations.”
Nemesis opened the door to the workshop and slipped in without giving Min a chance at a witty reply. He stopped just inside the entrance, only to be sure he didn’t interrupt a delicate moment, though he did step to the side so Min could join him. The noblewoman closed the door carefully to avoid making too much noise. They shared a glance before they turned their attention to Harper.
His rider was standing over a cauldron that fairly glowed with the mana swirling around it. The flame beneath it rose from a formation plate that held three separate mana stones, each of a different affinity. Harper was stirring with a wooden spoon that seemed to gather the mana from the flames and draw it down into the contents of her formula. Nemesis noticed that she’d pushed metal mana to the surface of her skin and didn’t allow her flesh to touch the spoon itself. She also wore her strange, bird-beaked mask to avoid the fumes rising from the pot.
“You should wait outside,” he whispered to Min. “Her mask means she’s probably mixing something that is potentially toxic, and the fumes might harm you.” The warrior nodded slowly, then she slipped back outside. He noticed she’d left the sealed bag on the floor by his feet. The paper talisman that held the bag shut was meant to preserve the contents. He hoped it also worked to keep them uncontaminated. As for himself, he drew air in through his nostrils and tested the fumes. 
I was right, those are pretty noxious. It would be a nasty moment for someone who wasn’t protected from poisons to breathe this stuff. He leaned back against the wall to watch her work. The gasses didn’t bother him at all—in fact, he found it soothing. 
Harper worked with total focus and showed no sign she was aware of his presence. She stepped away from the cauldron and moved to a counter. Taking up a mortar and pestle, she began to grind a series of herbs into a thick paste, though she added some amber fluid from time to time to thin the mix. When she’d created an umber cream, she poured the contents into her cauldron.
Nemesis certainly hadn’t been prepared for the whole set up to explode.




Chapter thirty-five

Smoke blasted out from the cauldron and filled the room, and the boom was loud enough to shake the stone building. Nemesis was blinded by the cloud, so he reached out with his mind to make sure Harper was okay.  
“Brilliant, it worked!” Harper’s cheerful tones were muffled by the mask she wore, but Nemesis could feel her brimming with both contentment and joy. He sighed at the realization that whatever she was making, the explosion was likely anticipated. She brushed past him and threw open the door to let the smoke drift out of the room. That was when she seemed to realize he was there. She patted his shoulder. “Hey, I didn’t hear you come in. How did your meditations go?”
Nemesis waved a hand in front of his face to encourage the vapors to disperse faster. “They went well. I focused my growth into my venom so it will be more effective. Oh, and Min brought you some herbs. They’re in the bag at my feet. She’s waiting outside.” He motioned toward the door and Harper leaned through the frame as though she were checking for herself.
“Hey, Min! Thank you for the herbs. Sorry about the gasses. Producing a Steel Heart Pill causes a lot of nasty side effects. But the toxicity should be neutralized, so come on in.” Harper waved for the blonde to follow her back inside, then she raced to her cauldron to check on the concoction she’d been producing. “Amazing, even better than expected—I produced two pills!”
Harper carefully used a pair of padded tongs to gather two steel-blue pills from the iron vessel, then she transferred them to a jade bottle and corked it. She slipped the pills into a pouch on her belt, and for the first time Nemesis realized that her clothing had visibly corroded. The decay was so severe one of the crystal lenses on her mask had cracked. Seeming to realize the same thing, she dragged it free of her head and shook her hair loose. 
Min reached out and brushed a hand down Harper’s arm, apparently making the same observation Nemesis had. The leather of her sleeve cracked and crumbled to charred pieces. “And… you knew this would happen?” Min asked. Nemesis understood the disbelief in the noble’s voice; he felt much the same.
Harper just shrugged. “Alchemy is a dirty business sometimes. I had to mix several potent herbs to produce the pill, and several of them were steeped in destructive manas. The process of burning them off while retaining their power is… energetic. Ordinarily this is done with formations on the counter that absorb the bleed-off, but those require a master formation maker, and Kaia doesn’t have the skill yet. I thought it was worth the risk, because the pill will allow me to temper my heart.”
Nemesis grimaced. In my head I know that her body tempering isn’t so different from directing my evolutions, yet the idea that her heart is going to dissolve and be rebuilt from mana, stronger and made of metal fibers… it’s disturbing. I can’t help but worry something will go wrong and she’ll be left dead. I don’t want to lose her. I refuse to lose her. He reached out and plucked a scrap of rotting leather off her shoulder. “And you’re going to put this into your body?” he asked, holding the piece up to her. 
Harper laughed and swatted both of their hands away from her clothes, then rolled her eyes at him as she tossed the chunk of leather into a bin to be disposed of later. “Yes, I am. My body tempering is important. If I can reach a full body of metal, then I’ll be immune to your poison once I’ve reached the same rank as you. I think we both look forward to a time when your breath won’t accidentally kill me, right?”
Nemesis snorted, though he couldn’t deny her words. “Yes, I do look forward to not having to worry about that.” He raised a hand and motioned to her clothing. “But I assume you’re not going to continue wearing that for the rest of the day, are you?”
Min snickered, so Harper shot her a look that promised revenge, then she shook her head. “No, but before I do anything further I am going to your caves so I can take this pill and meditate. With my bones, skin, and heart done, I’ll be a lot further along in my tempering, which I think is important. Especially because I think all six of us should go hunting the king of the forest.”
Nemesis blinked in shock, but it was Min who protested. “You want us to try and take down the king of the forest? A poison-and-wood aspect beast that could be any rank from B to S? That’s suicide!” The warrior threw her arms out to either side, then winced when her bracer slapped into one of the shelves and knocked over several bottles. Looking embarrassed, she started putting them to rights. Nemesis had to squeeze his lips tight to avoid laughing, though Harper didn’t restrain herself.
She covered her mouth until she got her giggles under control. “If you aren’t careful you might blow us all up,” she teased, then quickly sobered. “I think we can do it, if we’re careful. Wood mana means it can control the plants around it, and it probably has a powerful healing ability. The poison would make it lethal, but it’s sleeping underwater, so that means it probably has a solid amount of water mana as well. Artax and Talia are both incredibly powerful against wood and water, and Nemesis is immune to poisons. It’s a bad match up for the king. As long as we play it careful and set up the battlefield ahead of time, I think we have a strong chance.”
Nemesis reached up and brushed some of his black hair back behind his ears as he considered what Harper was saying. She’s not wrong, it’s possible… if we’re cautious. He let out a hum as he shifted to look over at Min. “It’s doable. Dangerous… but doable, and the rewards would be immense.” He saw how uneasy Min looked, however, and put his hand on her shoulder. The steel pauldron prevented his touch from offering any warmth, but he could tell she took comfort in it.
“I won’t agree unless we have a solid plan,” Min said. She straightened her stance and glanced between the two of them. “Artax and I are strong, but a king is a true challenge. If we’re going to fight it, we only have one chance and it’ll definitely take all six of us. If we don’t have a plan, then I won’t go… and without us you can’t do it.”
Harper stepped forward and hugged Min to her, though the move caused even more of her leather armor to crumble. “That’s all we can ask. Now, I’m going to meditate and temper my heart. Thank you for the herbs.” His rider then glanced at him and raised an eyebrow. “Can I count on you to sort and put away my supplies?” she asked, biting her lower lip and staring. Nemesis let out a slow sigh.
“Yes, I’ll sort your herbs.”
It was his turn to get a hug, and he returned it with a genuine smile. She planted a kiss on his lips, then spun and jogged out of the workshop. Nemesis rolled his eyes as he looked at the large sack of herbs Min had brought. When he glanced at the noblewoman to see if she was going to stick around, he noticed she’d already begun edging toward the door.
“I have to go prepare some new arrows if we’re going to fight the king,” she said, then she bolted. Yeah, that makes sense… can’t blame her, though, I don’t want to do it either, he thought with a silent laugh. Moving over to the sealed bag, he carefully lifted it up and onto the counter. Nemesis had helped Harper with her alchemy on several occasions, but it wasn’t a crafting practice he enjoyed. Without the ability to manipulate mana he’d never progress beyond a herbologist, and even then there were numerous plants he couldn’t harvest properly. He ran into the same difficulty with most cultivator-specific professions. Perhaps that’s why I prefer to simply read. Unless the author is a paranoid ass, there is no requirement for mana to enjoy a good book. I suspect there are hidden crafts and psionic methods that I’m unaware of, but the empire doesn’t seem to have much training in the mental arts. 
Nemesis spent some time daydreaming about what psionic crafts might look like. Sorting and storing the herbs in their appropriate containers wasn’t a challenging task, so his mind wandered freely. His thoughts kept his mind off Harper and the risk she was currently undertaking. Mostly. He knew she’d taken up the practice of alchemy so that she could continue her body tempering while they were in the field, yet he still worried that she might make a mistake. He halted that train of thought and returned his focus to the herbs. When he finished that task, he left the workshop and wandered the outpost in search of a new distraction. 
What he found was Artax… swimming. He rested his forearms on the outpost wall and stared at the blue dragon, who was moving like a crocodile through the water. Artax’ horn jutted up from the lake and marked his head clearly. The dragon’s tail swept from side-to-side and propelled him in slow circles—Nemesis found himself blinking at the clear skill shown. I honestly didn’t know he could swim. Instructor Glaive said something about Artax being suited to an arid, mountainous region. When did he start teaching himself this? Nemesis scratched his jaw with a fingertip as he watched. He was so wrapped up in what he was seeing he didn’t notice the person who crept up behind him.
“Sooooo, Nemesis… abandoning the concept of clothes, are we?” Kaia’s tone was dry as dust, though she radiated amusement. Nemesis noticed her silent laughter shortly after he tried to jump out of his skin. He spun to face her and stepped back in surprise at how close she’d gotten; the redheaded woman stood within touching distance. Nemesis felt his heart thumping like it wished to leap from his chest and it took him a moment to regain his composure. 
“Abandoning? No. I did, however, forget my robes after I meditated on my growing core,” he admitted. He straightened up—his ego was rebelling at appearing so rattled before the woman. “I wasn’t raised to think I had to hide my body at all times like a human, so it’s something that easily slips my mind.”
Kaia smirked at him, then she waved the topic away as she glanced over the wall. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve seen it all before.” She paused for a moment before copying his former position against the wall—before she’d scared him witless. “Min asked me to consider what kind of formations I could use to reduce the powers of the king of the forest. She said Harper wants to go after the sleeping beast and claim it, use its power to boost us all.”
Nemesis shifted to join her in leaning on the wall. “Yes. She thinks that three dragons and their riders should be strong enough to defeat it, provided we prepare.” He tapped the outpost wall beneath his arm. “If we can dry the waters and remove the plant life around him, then we’ll have stripped weapons he might use against us. Do you have formations that can drain the mana from the area?”
Kaia drew a slim black root from a pouch at her belt and put it between her lips. The plant smelled spicy and sweet. Nemesis wasn’t familiar with it, but the redhead’s pupils expanded slightly as she chewed on the tip. “Draining the mana would probably wake the king. He’s producing it, after all, so trying to take it away would be stripping his aura. The empire has any number of formations for controlling mana flow, but they all require orichalcum to craft properly. Anything I could make would be weak at best. A suppression field might work, but you share some of his mana traits, so you’d also be significantly weakened inside the formation.”
Nemesis grunted. “Not ideal, given we’ll need all of us at the peak of our power to have a hope to succeed.” He frowned and straightened up from the wall. His hands came to rest upon the mana-formed stone… and that gave him an idea. “Could you create a formation that converts one mana type into another?”
She looked at him from the corner of her eyes and nodded slightly. “I could, though it would be horrible in terms of efficiency. Perfect conversion isn’t possible, and doing it well demands rare materials we, again don’t have. But, a sloppy group of formations that do the job are possible, why?”
Nemesis turned to face her once more. “What if we scatter formations around the swamp that convert the water mana to fire? Converting the mana won’t change the nature of the terrain at all, but it will enhance any fire mana used in the area. I don’t use mana, not for magic… Would your formation affect what is in my body?”
Kaia shook her head. “No, I couldn’t make a formation strong enough to change internal mana, at least not any time soon.” She fell silent for a moment, though only a few minutes passed before she resumed speaking. “Flooding the area with fire mana would make the plants more vulnerable to burning. If we let the formations work for a bit before we moved in, Talia could start a forest fire and that would definitely eat into the available wood mana.”
“And as long as Artax and Talia attack from range they should be able to avoid the king’s poisons.” Nemesis said. “While some poison mana techniques create an area of danger, that’s almost always a gas attack… and if the forest is on fire, the updrafts will make flooding the air difficult.”
Kaia reached up and plucked the root from between her lips, then tapped it against her chin for a moment. Nemesis could feel her mind churning as she began considering the plan. She jerked herself upright off the wall and turned her eyes to her workshop. “I’ve got to look over my formation manuals. Talia’s meditating, so she can’t help at the moment. I suggest you go on patrol and make sure the orcs aren’t sneaking up on us. If I can make this work, I’ll tell the others.”
She didn’t wait for a response before she strode away—Nemesis caught himself watching her leave. Her mix of steel and leather armor meant he had a decent view of her muscular backside as she walked off.
I’m getting greedy. She’s right, though…. I should watch while the others prepare and grow.




Chapter thirty-six

None of the patrols Nemesis conducted over the next few days were eventful. The black dragon didn’t run across a single beast that needed to be culled, though he did find a few patches of herbs that assisted in Harper’s alchemy work. Talia joined in the patrols when she finished her meditating, and Nemesis could feel the increased power in her flames. He was impressed she had chosen to enhance her breath the same way he had. Artax killed a snow beast on one of the peaks that improved the mana in his system, though not enough to increase his power significantly.  
While the dragons patrolled, the riders worked to improve their cultivation and design the tools they’d use to fight the king of the forest. Kaia created dozens of talismans and formations, which would change the water mana to fire. Min’s chosen profession was blacksmithing, so she worked to create as many javelins and metal quarrels as she could. These were carefully bundled and spread through the swamp for Nemesis to use with his telekinesis. Min also removed the arbalest from Artax’ saddle and hid it in the swamp in preparation for their attack. Of all of them, she would face the greatest handicap in fighting the beast—their mana affinities were very similar. She’d reluctantly agreed to stay in the back.
Six days after they formed their rough plan, the group moved slowly into the swamp. Talia and Artax flew above the area at a distance they hoped the king wouldn’t perceive, while Nemesis used his psionic gifts to spread the formations. The moment each landed within the water, they began converting mana. Nemesis expected to see steam or smoke, but the physical area didn’t show any immediate changes. The water did heat up slightly, though it was a process that would take time. The black dragon held a special tool between his jaws. The wooden orb was carved with a number of formations that would produce sound and light when it hit a high-density mana field—like the pressure inside the king’s cavern. His job was to deliver it, then slip away before the king roused. 
With his body belly down and half submerged in the waters of the swamp, Nemesis closed his eyes and let his mind range out to check the positions of his allies. Min was stationed among some boulders where the massive crossbow could swivel. They’d moved her back based on Nemesis’ report of how large the king appeared to be. Harper was hidden in the same rocks with several stacks of javelins. Both had carefully set up talismans that would protect them from flames, though Min was reliant on Harper to activate hers. Kaia was strapped on Talia’s saddle and had a special quiver of arrows engraved to penetrate high-level spiritual beast scales. Artax flew alone, keeping his distance for the moment. 
Nemesis maintained a mental link with the others so they could coordinate. The rising fire mana would help Talia burn the forest and dry the swamp, though there was a chance that the king would wake up when the mana grew too inhospitable for him. ‘When should I move the stun formation into place?’ he asked, knowing Talia had a much keener sense of the mana flows than he did. 
‘Begin moving now, but don’t release it down into the caves until I give the word. I’m going to begin casting a firestorm spell that will trigger all of the fire mana into open flames. Everyone, make sure you’re in the air or using the flame-protection formations. Nemmy, you need to be underwater when the spell goes off or you‘ll get roasted,’ Talia sent. Nemesis let out a hiss, but her warning was right—this coming bit was the worst part of the plan.
The closer he came to the king’s cavern, the deeper the water grew. It was no problem for him, though it was the main reason they had to avoid trying to fight the king fairly. He sank completely under the water and drove his claws into the mud to hold himself steady over the cave entrance. His head curled forward as he sought the slumbering mind of the king. The mental presence of the beast was intense, yet it had clearly remained asleep. ‘The king still slumbers. Is everyone ready?’
One by one, his companions checked in. Artax’ mental growl even contained a few words. Maybe his intelligence is starting to develop more? Nemesis put that out of his mind as he shifted beneath the waters of the pond. The sphere he had between his teeth would trigger automatically the moment it reached the king. The globes were a known tactic to use against powerful spirit beasts, but generally not worth the effort. In the hands of an army, enough formations might do true damage, though in small numbers they couldn’t do enough harm to be worth the effort. Fortunately, they weren’t trying to do damage, just disorient the king as he woke and give them enough time to burn the terrain and handicap him. 
High-level materials and formations could be more effective, but a group that has access to inscriptions on those levels doesn’t need to use them. He let his mental grumbling subside as he focused on his job.
‘Nemmy, drop the sphere and get out of there if you can. If you can’t, get underwater,’ Talia called.
Her warning caused him to open his jaws and flick his tail to begin swimming away. Unfortunately, the water was dropping rapidly. Nemesis surged up over a few rocky outcroppings and scrambled toward one of the rivers that flowed down the mountainside. He swept his wings out and pumped down to lift himself up, then dove into the water. The reason he didn’t attempt to fly away ignited above him, immediately turning the air to flames. The river around him hissed and boiled as the dense mana over the swamp began to burn. He could hear trees bursting as sap expanded. Wooden shrapnel impacted the water and bounced off his scales. He made sure to keep his eyes closed as he swam, despite running into several rocks hidden by the water. A boulder shattered in the heat, sending rocks slamming into the side of his head. The blow tumbled him into the mud, and he lay stunned for several seconds as he regained his senses. 
He almost stuck his head up into the firestorm before his wits returned. The close brush with disaster caused his heart to thump heavily in his chest. After a moment, Nemesis realized the shaking he felt wasn’t his nerves. The ground was rocking as something tore itself up from beneath. The roar was loud enough to cause the water around him to ripple. He reached out to Harper, trying to figure out what was going on.
‘I can’t see what’s going on, what is happening?’ 
‘The king shattered the roof of its cave and is rising out of the water. It’s huge. The flames are burning the plants off its flesh, and Artax is moving into an attack position. Talia’s got a new spell forming. You need to get out of the river soon—I think we’re going to need your talons.’
Nemesis didn’t reply. Instead, he focused on moving as far down the river as he could. The firestorm wasn’t wide enough to make it impossible to escape, though the greatest problem was how the heat rose. For a dragon with water affinity like Nemesis, trying to fly through the flames would weaken him significantly. His head broke the water and twisted to look back where the fires burned. What he saw caused his crimson eyes to widen.
At first glance, he thought that king was a dragon. With the flames burning away the plant growth, Nemesis could clearly see scales charring. When he looked closer, however, he realized the spirit beast had likely begun life as a crocodile of some sort. Vines of wood grew between its thick scales and Nemesis saw sparks rising as spores of some kind burned off. The neck was too short for a dragon, and the creature had no wings. The king radiated an intense mana pressure that flattened the burning trees when it opened its jaws and roared. Nemesis spread his wings and tensed the muscles in his legs, then hurled himself into the sky. With each pump he pulled himself higher. The updraft from the flames provided more than enough lift to carry him upward, and he began to curve around the spell just in time to see Artax sweep through the tip of the blaze. The blue’s jaws opened and unleashed a bolt of lightning so bright the fire dimmed in comparison. When the blast struck the king, the beast flinched away. 
Nemesis watched as the king then seemed to expand. Its body swelled, and a second later the vines burst into blue flowers and sprayed pollen into the air. The dragon could feel the poison mana grow, but then the pollen began to burn and the mana crackled as it was destroyed. He reached out with his mind and wrapped his power around one of the javelin quivers they’d positioned nearby. Lifting the slim metal shafts into the air, Nemesis oriented his focus onto the king and sent them racing in. He guided the projectiles at the king’s eyes in hopes of blinding the creature.
Ducking its head, the king took the impacts on its powerful skull. Metal shafts bent and tips were blunted as the weapons deflected away. The spirit beast spun in the direction Nemesis had sent the shafts and its jaws opened to belch poison sludge across the swamp. ‘Min, watch how far away you are when you fire your crossbow. If the creature draws too close, that sludge will wash over you!’ he sent. 
‘Don’t have to tell me twice,’ the warrior broadcast back. The powerful weapon released with an audible snap that echoed over the flames. The solid metal bolts that shot across the swamp hit hard and the king’s scales broke. The broadheads tore wide holes in the creature’s muscles, though that didn’t stop it from twisting up and out of its hole. Wood mana pulsed, and the wounds they’d managed to inflict began to heal visibly. Nemesis hissed and dove to sweep over their target. His throat swelled and he spat a line of green acid across the king’s back. His wings snapped open and he tried to gain altitude, though he wasn’t able to before his target shot its head up and bit down on his tail. 
Nemesis roared in pain as bones in his tail broke and his scales shattered. He managed to wrench his tail free without losing the tip, but his efforts cost him—the king hurled his body into the burning swamp and smashed him against the ground. Nemesis rumbled as he felt something in his wing break. The massive bulk of the king rose over him, but then a blast of lightning hit the creature’s back and knocked it to the side. Ignoring the pain he was in, Nemesis rolled to his feet and began running as fast as he could across the bog. He splashed through pools of water, and when he heard the king give chase, he spun and spit acid directly into its roaring face.
His poison did nothing… though the creature didn’t seem to appreciate the virulent acid eating into the roof of its mouth. He had to backpedal rapidly as the monster kept charging despite the pain. Talia sent a swarm of fire spears raining down, and their arrival drove the king into the swamp floor. Water blossomed up and converted into steam as the spears exploded into balls of fire a second later. The delay gave him time to regain the sky, so he flapped up and away from the crocodile.
Another pulse of mana saw its wounds begin healing once more. Nemesis narrowed his gaze when he noticed the scorched vines along its sides begin to swell. They bulged in rows along his back. ‘Look out, I think it’s charging some kind of attack!’ he warned everyone. Pain was radiating up from his tail, and he suspected from the itching that there was some kind of contamination transferred through the beast’s bite. 
His warning came too late for Artax. The blue was mid-dive when the pustules exploded. Wooden spears shrieked through the air and drove into Artax’ armor. The blue screamed in pain and twisted to climb into the air once more, his attack aborted. Blood showered down from the dragon, who desperately tried to get away from the king. Nemesis could feel pain radiating from Artax’ mind, so he flapped over in pursuit of his ally. He snaked his neck under Artax and began to rip the wooden projectiles free one at a time. 
Talia and Kaia swept down and intercepted a second attack using the dragon’s flames. Nemesis heard a snap and then a roar as the king was hit with another round of Min’s arbalest bolts. The black dragon reached out with his mind once more and gathered another cluster of javelins. This time, his attempts to hit the king in the eyes worked. Viscera leaked down the beast’s face as the throwing spears went in, yet its mana was so potent that another pulse of its wood affinity saw the orbs immediately began to grow back. We’re not going to beat it if we can’t do more damage, he thought. Concern churned in his stomach, and he directed Artax to sweep by Min and Harper. He suspected the blue was poisoned the moment the scent of the wounds hit his nostrils. 
The physical might of the king was undeniable. Nemesis didn’t allow that to stop him, however, and dropped into a dive aimed straight for the monster’s back. Nemesis was only a quarter of his opponent’s size, yet the impact rocked it. He drove his powerful claws through the heavy scales behind its shoulders, then he began to rake his rear claws like a cat. Nemesis managed to tear large patches of armoring off the king’s back, but he was thrown through the air a moment later as the beast rolled over. 
A second impact with the ground caused his cracked wing to break completely. Agony flowed through the black dragon as he skipped along the floor of the swamp like a tossed stone. The momentum saw him smash through the trunks of several burnt trees and end up against a rocky outcropping. Talia released several more fire spears to halt the king’s charge. Each explosion rocked the beast and slowed it down as it tried to reach Nemesis. He struggled to regain his feet and limped away from the main battleground, desperate to find a place where he could get a clear view.
We’re in trouble.




Chapter thirty-seven

Climbing onto a pile of boulders, Nemesis took in the fight. He saw the burned area they’d created and how the king’s aura was  already forcing the charred stumps to sprout new growth. Artax lifted himself back into the air and sent a stream of lightning to burn a deep wound in the king’s back. The blue had aimed his attack at the scales Nemesis tore, and for the first time, the king of the forest truly reacted to the damage it took. 
The scream that emerged from its jaws caused the water all around to explode into the air. Like a reverse rainfall, droplets began to fly upward—all chasing Artax. As they flew, they spun themselves into thin needles and Nemesis felt a pulse of poison mana from the king. He reached out to warn the other dragon. ‘The water is toxic—get away, Artax!’
The blue began flapping his wings and pushing to rise higher. The water gave chase, and when Nemesis watched, he noticed that Artax was drawing the moisture away from the king. His lips peeled back to reveal his fangs as Nemesis grasped the blue’s plan. If they could drag most of the swamp water away, it would make Talia’s attacks far more effective. It was also a huge risk, given the strength the king had displayed.
Talia was spiraling and gathering her mana for another spell. Nemesis couldn’t tell what she was casting, but he could see the lines of mana forming into a pattern above her. Kaia was moving in a manner that suggested she was helping. The riders hadn’t been able to get in close for the fight yet—the crocodile was too strong. Min’s arbalest bolts and the javelins had done some damage, yet they couldn’t overcome the wood mana healing. Even now, the king continued to grow back its eyes. 
Nemesis reached out with his awareness and began to grasp stones from all around the king. With his wing broken he couldn’t fly, leaving him vulnerable to the beast’s charge. He moved to take advantage of the blindness and began sending boulders up into the air to hover over the king. He strained to lift larger rocks, and only when he’d brought enough up to form a stone canopy above the spirit beast did he allow them begin to fall. The stones hit with thumps that shook the swamp. Nemesis had a fierce ache forming in his skull—he was pushing himself harder than he could afford, but he wasn’t sure what else to do. He looked up when a brilliant flash of light in the sky went off. 
Artax was surrounded by a crackling cloud of lightning that hissed and sparked with electricity streaking between water drops. The dragon’s wings were locked rigid and Nemesis saw holes in the leathery vanes. The slump of Artax’ spine as he began to circle revealed how much effort the lightning blast had taken from the blue. Nemesis turned his attention back to Talia, checking to see how her spell was going. The gold was flowing in a simple pattern and the fire mana was following her movements. It took a moment for Nemesis to make the connection—Talia was drawing a fire formation in the sky. She’s going to need the king to be occupied until she finishes that… which means I need to do more.
The black drew in his breath and pushed himself off the rocks. With the water significantly reduced, he was pretty much moving through mud, but he had the strength for that. The king was shrugging out from under the rocks and Nemesis saw several more pustules forming along its hide. Whether it was another wooden spear attack, more poison pollen, or something new, he didn’t know, but Nemesis wasn’t going to let the crocodile complete the attack. Nemesis drew air into his lungs and felt the venom glands within his throat expand as his acid formed once again. I’ve come a long way since the hatchling that could only breathe once a day, he thought. Then he opened his jaws and clenched the muscles that traveled down his long neck. 
Nemesis tilted his head up so the acid shot up before it arced down. Mid-stream, he curved his neck and shifted the line of corrosive venom to spray down the king’s back. Rocks shielded the beast from some of his attack, yet the creature’s own determination to get out from under the boulders exposed more of its flesh to the attack. The king roared as acid began to burn into the trench Artax had torn into its flesh. The poison caused no change, though Nemesis’ acid was eating the wound steadily wider. 
The arbalest snapped and bolts slammed into one of the king’s eye sockets as Min guided the projectiles to ruin the regenerating eye. The crocodile snapped at the air and the power of its bite caused a shockwave to spread outward. Wind blasted mud and charred stumps away from the creature, forcing Nemesis to duck down in an effort to protect his good wing. Several heavy blocks caused him to slide back through the mud and he felt one of his ribs crack. He sensed a flash of fear and alarm travel down his connection to Harper and twisted in an effort to see if the boulders they hid among still stood. 
Harper had used a defensive technique to summon a wall of stone before her, though it was badly broken by the force of the king’s movements. She’d coated her body in metal mana at some point and had a quiver of javelins across her back. Nemesis felt his heart lurch when he realized she was running across the swamp and away from Min. ‘What are you doing!’ he called.
‘Have to get the other eye!’ she sent back. He forced himself to his feet and began moving as fast as he could. She must have seen him, because she scowled in his direction. ‘Don’t you dare try to fight this thing on foot. Hit and run is our only chance, and you can’t fly. Stay back and attack it from range, just like we planned.’
The idea of her being harmed terrified him. Nemesis claimed a bundle of javelins still hidden in the mud and dragged them up into the air; then he sent them flying into the open wound across the king’s back. One after another, the slim metal spears slammed home in the wounded flesh, each drawing an agonized sound from the king. His attack caused the creature to turn in his direction, and that gave Harper the angle of attack she needed. Earth mana swirled around her javelin as she threw it, and when the spear hit the beast’s eye it exploded in stone spikes that bounced and tore the flesh back from the monster’s skull. The wound was brutal—jagged strips of flesh hung from the exposed eye socket, and Nemesis seized the chance to spit a stream of acid at the king’s face.
His venom sacks were drained, so it would take time for him to produce more, but the small line of green fluid that splashed across the crocodile’s face melted tissue and caused smoke to rise from its skull. The king snapped at the air and rolled. The move caused the entire swamp to buck, and a wave of mud rose and hurled Harper through the air. Roots shot into the air and speared out, trying to stab everything around the king. Nemesis shifted back in an effort to avoid the attack, just barely managing to avoid being impaled. The boulders that hid Min exploded up into the air as roots sprang up beneath it. Artax bellowed in rage, then dove in retaliation.
The blue’s breath attack came out in a feeble spark that barely hit the crocodile, but his body drove the monster into the swamp floor like a massive hammer strike. Artax bit and tore at the king’s back and sides as he tried to ride the rolling monster. The swollen pustules that had formed along the king’s body began exploding, and vines shot out and began wrapping around Artax. ‘Retreat!’ Nemesis yelled. He saw the danger better than the enraged blue—the vines were almost at Artax’ wings. Fortunately, the blue wasn’t so lost in his rage that he didn’t heed the order. Artax snapped his wings open and hauled himself skyward just in time to avoid a bite from the crocodile. The snap of its jaws was so fierce it actually shoved Artax higher into the air. 
Nemesis could feel both Harper and Min through his mental perceptions. Both radiated pain, though neither gave off the emotions he associated with impending death. Min was far too angry to be in danger of dying. He couldn’t see them anywhere on the torn-up battlefield, though he suddenly realized the shadows had begun shrinking around him. He raised his head, and squinted at the sight of a flower of fire hovering in the air above them all. The lotus bloomed slowly and then began shedding its petals—Talia had finally completed her attack. Each piece seemed to be falling in slow motion, drifting on the wind. Nemesis tracked them as they swirled over the crocodile, then they landed on the beast and ignited into white-hot flames.
One petal at a time, the king’s body was covered in brilliant fire. The eighty-foot-long body twisted and spasmed. Nemesis could hear the crack and sizzle of melting fat as the flames tried to cook the king’s body while it was still alive. The smell was the most tantalizing thing Nemesis had ever come across. He ran a tongue over his fangs when he realized he was drooling. He gathered as many of the javelins as he could find, then sent them into the flames, hoping to add to the damage. He couldn’t quite see where he was hitting on the creature, but it twitched with every impact. Artax landed somewhere in the direction Harper had flown, and he saw the dragon use his teeth to rip the vines free of his body. 
Talia flew low over the king and breathed a gout of flame onto the creature, adding to its torment. Kaia fired arrows as fast as she could work her bow. Nemesis knew he couldn’t approach the monster now—the flames were too intense. The mud beneath the king was drying rapidly, and each time the creature moved the ground shattered. Talia was the only one among them who could stand to be around that blaze, but even she was exhausted. Ordinarily the gold was the fastest of them, yet Nemesis was sure he could have beaten her in a race in that moment. It didn’t stop her from attacking, however. She snagged stones from the ground and dropped them onto the burning crocodile each time she passed over it. 
While he continued to send what projectiles he could at the king, the pain in his head was growing so severe it had begun impairing his ability to think. Nemesis moved toward Artax and the boulders where Min had been stationed. He had to smash his way through the jutting root spears, which slowed him significantly. The arbalest had been shattered in the attack. Nemesis smelled blood, so he followed it to a heap of mud… that was letting out a steady stream of curses. The black dragon carefully scraped the muck away with one clawed foot and then dragged Min’s armored body free of the soil that had been threatening to swallow her. She tucked one of her arms to her side, and the way her fingers were splayed made him think something was broken.
“Where’s Harper?” she asked. He lifted her and pushed her over his neck as he started moving again. Min scrabbled to straddle his spine and get herself secured. Wood mana pulsed on her back and the pain resonating through her mental signature began to fade. He was surprised when more of the mana thrummed into him—the bones of his wing began to creak and realign. 
‘We’re heading for her now. She’s somewhere near Artax. When did you master a healing technique that would work on others?’ Exhaustion was rising, so it was all Nemesis could do to keep plowing through the spikes of wood. He kept checking on Talia and the flaming shape of the crocodile. The flames were starting to dim. The attack had faded from its pure white to a bright orange, yet the crocodile hadn’t stopped thrashing. Concern gnawed at him, worry that they’d have to retreat and leave the powerful enemy alive. 
Artax roared, causing Nemesis to snap his head around to look in that direction. The blue had managed to free itself from the entangling vines and somewhere along the way had found Harper. Nemesis saw her clutching the saddle across Artax’ back as the blue flapped his way into the air. Gathering his mental energy, Nemesis wrapped Min in his telekinesis and levitated her upward until she touched down on her dragon’s back. Harper yelled something to him, but the wind carried it away. Nemesis sensed a great deal of confusion from her, likely signs of a head injury that kept her from organizing her thoughts. Min will heal her. 
Nemesis was determined to stay in the fight—if he could find a way to. With his mental energy drained and his venom empty, he didn’t have many options, especially not while the flames burned. He slowly dragged his wing back into place along his back and clutched it tight to his side. Min’s healing technique was working, but slowly. He wasn’t going to be flying any time soon. What he could do was get into position to attack the king the moment the flames burned out. Despite his fatigue, he pushed through the spears and moved to the battle. The ground shook, and baked mud broke into sharp plates as the crocodile tried to roll the fires out. Talia’s spell was stubborn, however, and the flames refused to be snuffed. 
The gold dragon’s efforts to drop boulders had slowed significantly, and she finally broke away as Artax glided over the king. Min slashed her spear, sending a blade of wind slicing through the fire to draw blood from the beleaguered beast. Harper hurled a javelin wrapped in stone mana down and it exploded into spikes across the creature. Nemesis couldn’t tell what part of the thing his rider had hit; the constant rolling made it just as likely to have been the beast’s stomach, side or back. The stone spikes were driven deeper into the monster’s flesh as it rolled again, however, which caused it to quake within its fiery cocoon. A second later, Artax managed another blast of lightning that tore into the monster. 
Nemesis stared in shock when the flaming body fell still. The stubborn crocodile slumped after Artax’ attack and Nemesis felt its mind starting to dim. It hadn’t been smart, though the power of its mind had been immense.
Now it darkened into nothing.




Chapter thirty-eight

The flames faded a short time later. Nemesis was shocked to find that many of the crocodile’s scales had survived the inferno. The vines that held them together had charred to ash, allowing the beast’s armor to be peeled back. The detached scales allowed access to the roasted meat. None of the dragons hesitated to steal a few bites as they moved the carcass around in an attempt to butcher it. The mana that emanated from the body was strong, though when Kaia used a gauge to determine how powerful the creature was, they received a shock. 
“We got very lucky,” Kaia announced, her tone hard as she looked at the small testing formation inscribed on its silver plate. “This beast hadn’t managed to reach A-rank yet. A strong B-rank, on the cusp of A… but not there yet. If it had been an A, we’d all be dead.”
Nemesis hissed… though he couldn’t deny her assessment. The others were solemn as they sliced huge chunks of meat away to be stored back at the outpost. The black watched as Artax and Min left to fetch carrying nets that would allow them to bring the deceased king back to the base. Harper was currently using a thick blade to carve her way into the creature’s sternum in an attempt to retrieve its core. 
Talia, exhausted by all the magic she had cast, was lying to one side of the dead king. When needed, she extended her head and used her jaws to help roll the body. Nemesis didn’t fault the others for making him do the majority of the lifting… he was going to benefit the most from the battle. With a core of poison, water, and wood mana it just makes sense for me to absorb it. It isn’t fair in many ways, but if the creature had been fire-aligned, or lightning-based, we’d be distributing it differently. The meat is rich in mana, so we’ll all benefit from eating it, even our riders. We’re lucky that the crocodile seemed to focus its poison mana inside the vines growing along its body. If the mana had gathered in its flesh, then I’d be the only one who could eat it. 
Nemesis had to resist the temptation to drool. The thought of how much mana would accumulate in his system if he ate an entire B-rank spirit beast of this size was truly enticing, yet he had no desire to steal the hard-earned work of his allies. Talia did most of the damage. Artax and his lightning came second. My acid helped for sure, and the missiles I threw served to keep it confused and off balance, but if I had faced this beast alone I would be very dead. That was a humbling thought that he didn’t care for. His vanity had mellowed years ago after he’d grown out of his hatchling phase, yet he was still proud of being a dragon and the superiority that came with it. 
His eyes focused on a blood-covered form as Harper pulled herself free of the slit they’d made in the monster’s belly. She held a core the size of her heart in one hand and the power that poured free of it caused the air to distort to Nemesis’ senses. He inhaled and shivered as the rich flavors of poison and water ran over his tongue. The wood was an off note for him, but he wasn’t going to complain. He had trouble taking his eyes off the core as Harper stored it in a jade box and slipped it into her pack. She caught him staring and snorted.
“You relax. We both know that a core this big is going to send you deep into meditation—we have a lot of crocodile to get back to base first.” She smiled to take any sting from her words, then reached out to poke his nose with the tip of her finger. “Kaia’s right, we got lucky… but I think it was worth it.”
Next to Nemesis himself, Harper had suffered the worst injuries from the fight. The shockwave that sent her flying had broken both her legs. Min’s healing technique had mended a great deal of the damage, but it was easy to see his rider was exhausted and still shaky on her feet. Nemesis was tired himself. ‘The crocodile was a far greater challenge than the A-rank ogre magi,’ he noted. He used his clawed foot to drag the crocodile’s tail straight so Harper could begin segmenting it. They were going to cut the body into as many even pieces as they could to carry back in their nets. None of them wanted to leave the mana-heavy resources behind. 
“Despite their evolutions, goblinoids are just cultivators like the rest of us. Some of them have better foundations than others, so an A-rank cultivator is always something of a threat, but I doubt the orcs are sending their best out on scouting missions. Likely the ogre magi we encountered had reached their peak and stalled. The ones who travel with the main army and are in command… those are the ones to worry about,” Talia said. After her recent meditation, she’d become far more skilled at speaking in her true form. Nemesis wasn’t sure how she managed it, and in truth was a touch jealous.
“Persephone is an A-rank dragon and we all know she could have killed this crocodile without exerting herself. The ranking system is a useful guide to tell you where a creature is for its species, but it’s flawed when trying to compare it across multiple groups. An A-rank rat will never be as dangerous as an A-rank dragon,” Kaia agreed. The redhead had taken a cleaver from her bag and was currently carving huge strips of meat from the crocodile’s sides. Nemesis could tell she was attempting to open up the stomach cavity and make it easier for them to draw out the rich organs. 
‘Does that mean you could take an A-rank ogre magi without us helping?’ Nemesis gripped the crocodile with his mind while lifting one of the butchering blades. He used his telekinesis to carefully slice through the space between its vertebra, disconnecting the head from the body. The act caused his eyes to ache as he challenged his recovering energy levels. 
“No.” Harper said in response to his question. “None of us could do the damage needed to overcome the ogre magi’s regeneration. Their stone bodies make them too tough. What they lack in cultivation techniques, they make up for in their body tempering. The problem for them is the fact that an A-rank body can only hold out so long against a dragon’s output. Dragons are one of the few creatures that perfectly balance their body temperament and their mana abilities. Your breath attacks are like an elemental body combined with a high-grade spirit technique. Some cultivators excel at tempering, others at techniques. Few master both in perfect harmony,” Harper explained. She grunted as she managed to cut through the base of the tail and free a segment as long as she was tall. “You should have paid more attention in class,” she teased.
‘Human cultivation techniques are so boring. You have to make yourself breathe mana, it’s weird. I breathe mana all the time… just by using my lungs.’ Nemesis began removing the half-melted javelins and arrows from the carcass. It was a demanding task to isolate the metal and drag it free of the roasted flesh. 
“We can’t all be spirit beasts,” Harper replied in a dry tone. She rolled her silver eyes at him as she moved the tail piece to one side. 
“Maybe if you try hard, you can manage it in your next life,” Talia said, tone clearly sassy despite her draconic throat. The gold lifted her head and turned it in the direction of the outpost. Nemesis followed her gaze and saw a dark silhouette against the sky. He reached out with his mind and confirmed it was Min and Artex returning. He warned the others, and everyone began to put more work into preparing the body for transportation. 
Once their returning comrades had landed and they were able to spread out the carry nets, the work progressed faster. Nemesis used his claws to break the connective tissue that stuck the limbs free, and Artax was able to tear them free with raw strength. Talia helped gather all of the organs and make sure they were bundled in a manner that wouldn’t slip through the gaps in the net. The gold dragon carved a few formations, which would gather up the dripping blood for alchemical use. Their riders moved over and through the body to handle the fine work the dragons weren’t suited for. Nemesis was impressed they’d managed to finish harvesting the body by the time the moon was setting. The work had ended up taking the entire evening and most of the night, but given the size of the body and how tough its skin was… they made good time.
Flying the body back to the outpost in three nets was a massive strain on his body, even though Min had used her healing technique on him several times. She’d had to, as the damage to his wing would have taken days to heal on its own. Nemesis had still been forced to choose the smallest load of meat and bones, but he’d insisted on helping. By the time they landed at the outpost, they only had a few hours left of night. A full third of the meat vanished into their bellies as the dragons gorged themselves. The riders took a hefty portion to the storage chambers under the tavern, where preservation formations would keep it fresh. The last portions were divided between the three dragons for their post-meditation meals. 
Though they all had full bellies and wanted nothing more than to sleep, Nemesis and the others made sure to organize the bones—they’d get different uses depending on how large the pieces were. Many of the organs were placed in a special decomposition pile with grasses and a few chemicals so they’d break down into a fertilizer to help crops grow—a valuable trade item. The scales were stacked where the riders could clean them. Kaia was overjoyed with those. She informed everyone that they’d make wonderful armor, and could also be used to hold formations of significant strength. Harper took the rest of the organs to the alchemy workshop with the intention to make pills and potions that would help Min and Kaia in their tempering. 
The request that surprised Nemesis was when Harper asked him to allow Min to cultivate within his caves while he digested the crocodile core. He stared at her in confusion. “I know it’s unusual for another dragon’s rider to cultivate in your cave, but that core is going to be shedding a lot of wood mana while you digest it. Your body is going to reject that mana, so while you meditate your cave is going to fill up with that energy. Min is a wood and water cultivator—the environment will be perfect for her to advance to C-rank.”
Nemesis turned his gaze on Min and saw the warrior looking oddly… shy. She’d stripped off her armor and bathed. The simple frock and pants she wore showed off her curvy, muscular frame, yet Nemesis wasn’t contemplating her beauty—he was considering his own vulnerability. His eyes turned to Harper, who had her hands clasped before her as though she were tempted to pray. Like Min, she had just washed and her black hair fell to the small of her back, soaking the tunic she wore. His nostrils flared as he took in the clean scent of both women. 
‘You know I can sense your emotions. I know neither of you are a threat to me,’ he began. Nemesis took a moment to draw air into his lungs and then release it slowly through his nostrils. The dragon ached, craving a proper meditative slumber to heal. ‘Of course Min is welcome to meditate in my lair.’ 
He turned his eyes toward Min and flicked out his tongue to lick the side of her head. She let out a squeal and batted at his tongue with her hands. “Oh gross! I just finished showering in the bathhouse. Why would you do that?” Her protests simply drew a hissing sound of amusement from the dragon. Nemesis stretched his wings slowly, then closed them once more. 
‘I’m going to walk to my waterfall,’ he said. Now that he’d been on the ground for a time, he realized his wings ached from the healing they’d done. He caught the looks of sympathy that passed between Min and Harper, though he ignored it. He didn’t want them worrying about him. When neither of them moved for several minutes with him waiting, he asked: ‘Are you coming?’ The look of surprise on their faces confused him, given the request they’d just made.
“No, you go ahead. Min and I need to write up our reports to send by talisman messenger. Once we’ve done that, we can come join you and prepare to cultivate. We’ll be there soon,” Harper said. Nemesis let out a snort and shook his head. He knew, theoretically, he could help with the paperwork. He could read and write just fine thanks to his elven form… but he had absolutely no desire to. I’m very glad they’re not asking me to join them for that too. I think I’d burst if I tried to take elven form with this much meat in my belly. It’s uncomfortable enough as it is. 
He rubbed his head carefully against each woman before he began walking along the path that would lead to his waterfall. This walk feels like it takes forever, he grumbled to himself. He knew he could fly the distance in a matter of minutes, but the pain in his wings pushed for caution and he decided to listen to his body. When he finally reached the waterfall, he didn’t even bother to deflect the pounding river as he pushed through it. The water slammed into his scales and the cold soothed some of his aches. When he emerged in his cavern, he sniffed and confirmed he was alone. The mana density had gone up after he’d digested the frog cores, but he knew it’d be a lot higher once he was done internalizing the crocodile’s power.
Nemesis paused in the main cavern and used his telekinetics to undo his harness and carefully lift the entire affair off his body. In training he had torn the straps while trying to secure the buckles a dozen times, which was one reason he usually slipped it off as a robe. This time he managed to settle it safely on the ground, and that made it easier to remove the jade box from the pouch it was strapped within. 
Removing the core, Nemesis couldn’t help but stare at the crystal sphere as he held it aloft with his mind. You’re going to propel me to C-rank… and after you have, I’m going back to that cave and gather up the treasure you slept on. With the image of a glowing hoard in mind, Nemesis didn’t hesitate to swallow the radiant core.




Chapter thirty-nine

Meditation came swiftly. The gulf between his growing core and the one he’d swallowed became evident, though Nemesis did his best to contain the power within himself. There was no directing this flood of energy. His mind strained to hold it all within his scales, causing him to lose track of the outside world and the passage of time. His muscles, bones, organs, scales, and even his blood seemed to swell and throb in time with the flux of power coming off the crocodile’s core. While he often sank into slumber during his periods of growth, there was no sleeping through this.  
The feeling of being bloated soon changed to a burning as his body warped and changed to accommodate the mana he refused to release. Tendrils of wood affinity steamed out from his scales so forcefully it felt like blades were being driven into his flesh and twisted. That pain at least was soothed by each wave of water that swirled out from the core. The poison affinity that soaked into him was strong enough to make him feel nauseous despite his immunity. It revealed that he’d been deluding himself with a stark arrogance: power was power, and there was no such thing as complete immunity when something was so far above him. A bitter taste filled his throat and coated his tongue like tar as he tried to absorb all of the toxic energy.
Time passed in painful stillness as his body refused to heed his call. The demands to cultivate the core negated any chance of movement or self-defense. Nemesis wasn’t used to being conscious yet completely immobilized. Vague paranoias floated in the back of his mind as he tried to keep his attention on his meditation techniques. He reassured himself a dozen times that Harper would not allow anything to happen to him, yet he couldn’t shake the gnawing awareness of just how helpless he was. After a time, the black dragon came to grasp that the fears emanated from the core itself. The spirit of the crocodile sought to insinuate itself within his flesh and consume him. The dragon recoiled at the attack on his soul, then he set himself to repelling it.
Nemesis had no experience with spiritual attacks, but his mind was a weapon. He rallied his pride as a dragon and his stubborn conviction that he was destined for greatness. He pushed aside the pain of cultivation and instead turned his rage on those creeping tendrils of fear. A white mist seemed to seep among his muscles, and he envisioned his green breath blasting them. His mental power lanced out while he visualized his attack, and then the battle for his body began in truth. The world around them warped, drawing Nemesis to some kind of spiritual plane. 
A flat, barren expanse of stone spread out all around. The ground was cracked and empty of life. The air was the color of soot and seemed to go on forever. Nemesis materialized in his true form. His body felt strange, almost hollow. He spread his wings and took to the sky out of instinct. The snap of huge jaws beneath him caused an updraft that lifted him into the air. The crocodile was fleshless, a skeleton wrapped in muscle. The thing’s eyes were dead. The monster’s body broke through the ground just before it pulled itself up onto the surface. Nemesis stared in shock at how broken it was. Bits of spine, ribs, and the bones of an entire leg were showing where the flesh had decayed. Its armored scales were missing. 
Nemesis inhaled with the intention to breathe his acid across the shambling corpse, yet he felt no poison in his throat. His wings stuttered for a moment out of shock. The lapse almost cost him, as the crocodile swept its massive tail up in an arcing attack that nearly clipped him. Nemesis slipped to the side without the aid of his wings, beginning to grasp what was going on. It’s more of a dream state than truth. We’re not in our bodies. This has to be some kind of soul-space. 
Nemesis looked over his own body and took in the details that didn’t match his true form. His scales were thicker, more imposing. His proportions weren’t quite the same, though, as this body was more imposing. I have always been a vain creature, he mused with a laugh. His inspection ended the moment the crocodile launched itself from the ground in an attempt to bite down on his gliding form. Nemesis spun and swung his own tail at the remnant. He might not have been well-versed in spiritual battle, but Nemesis refused to humor the idea that the corroded carcass had a chance to claim his body. His rage at the idea translated into power, and when his tail impacted the crocodile’s skull the beast was sent tumbling to the ground. 
This time, Nemesis channeled his outrage into his desire to attack, and when his jaws opened, acid roared out to splash all across the rolling crocodile. There was a density to the crocodile’s spirit that resisted Nemesis’ attack. It righted itself and trundled out from under his breath, attempting to lash out at him once more. Nemesis dove and sank his claws into the crocodile’s skull as he worked to rip the beast’s head free. He could hear bones cracking under his grip, but the crocodile twisted and began to roll violently. The black-scaled dragon was dragged down and then under the crocodile as it thrashed. The dense bulk of the spirit exerted tremendous pressure on Nemesis, and the hollow sensation grew worse. When the roll passed over him and he was tossed free, the dragon flapped to rise once more into the sky. 
It’s stupid, and decaying… but its body is far more solid than mine. I’m betting that corresponds to our rank somehow. As he watched, he noted bits of the crocodile flaking off and crumbling to ash. Each time a tiny piece vanished, he felt something enter him. Of course! I’m still absorbing its core. I don’t have to defeat it—I just have to keep it busy until I’ve consumed its energy. That changes things. 
Nemesis blasted the ground around the crocodile with his acid. He wasn’t sure what this place was, except he knew it was a part of him. His will carved a deep trench into the land, and he flew in a spiral to expand it around the monster. The crocodile seemed confused. It attempted to leap at him several times, yet each time the broken ground crumbled beneath it, it stumbled into the trench. The dragon began to feel a strain as he worked to alter the landscape. Something about this tactic was draining him, yet he didn’t know how to do it better. Flight was effortless, and the stretching sensation loosened each time he absorbed a chunk of the crocodile’s power. Nemesis worked to balance his trench cutting with the energy flowing into him. 
He wasn’t prepared for the crocodile to suddenly slam its tail down and shatter the trenches around it into a vast pit of broken stone. The thing shot into the air like a ballista bolt and bit down viciously on Nemesis’ wing. Pain caused him to bellow, and the crocodile’s dense weight dragged him down as the thing fell from the sky. The dragon twisted until he could rake the crocodile’s skull with his hind legs. His claws hooked on the creature’s jawbone, and when Nemesis heaved the bone snapped free. His wing was a crumpled mess that felt so thin that the ‘air’ of this world passed straight through it when he tried to flap. The pair slammed into the ground together, and a moment later a surge of energy roared into Nemesis as the crocodile’s detached jaw crumbled to ash. The black dragon swung his tail and drove his foe away, climbing to his feet. When the crocodile twisted to face him, it was met with a blast of acid to its face.
The thing let out a wordless hiss of pain and rolled in an effort to escape the attack. Nemesis adjusted his stance and breathed down the line of the monster’s body, which caused each twist of its shape to expose a new area to burn. The corrosive power of his breath tore into the remnant’s flesh and uncovered even more bones. This time, Nemesis wasn’t content to flee. He dove forward and used his jaw to rip a leg free. His front claws arced down and hooked the crocodile’s ribs. It took all of his determination to yank away and bring the broken ribcage with him, but the bones crumbled and fed him more power. The crocodile slumped onto the ground and lay still. Nemesis wasn’t content with that—he wanted it destroyed. The dragon dove onto the body and continued his assault. Each bone granted him more strength, and he could feel himself growing denser, though not nearly as solid as the crocodile he was dismembering. 
When the last chunk of the beast faded to ash, Nemesis felt sleep claim him. His mind dulled and his senses faded until he knew no more. It seemed like no time at all passed before he was opening his eyes once more. This time, however, the eyes belonged to his true body. Nemesis stretched slowly and grunted as his tail brushed the wall of his sleeping chamber. Toxic spores rose into the air around him. The growth of fungus almost choked the room closed. The dragon took a moment to evaluate his hidden chamber. The walls were closer to his sides, and the plant life had definitely evolved somehow. The spores released by the newly grown mushrooms stuck to his scales, radiating enough toxic mana that he chose to slip into the lake tunnel and slip out that way. I don’t want to drag toxic spores into my main cave and poison Harper or Min, he thought as he slid into the cool water. 
A flick of his tail started him rising to the surface, and Nemesis decided to use the trip to evaluate the changes to his cultivation. He summoned his scores from the crystal still embedded in his scales.
Nemesis: current rank, D0. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental D3
Lethality C8
Defensive C9
Physicality D0
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
The poison frogs had raised his lethality to D1 before his battle with the crocodile, but the king of the forest’s poison mana had pushed him even higher, now leaving him at C8. The dragon stared in shock at his score for several minutes. He forgot to continue swimming and merely floated in the cold water as he brooded. He’d broken C-rank in two categories… yet had failed to rise to C-rank. His body was on the cusp… but his mind had gained little from the crocodile. The lag of his mentality score kept him sitting in the D-rank despite his progress. I can’t believe I came so close, but failed to cross the threshold. 
He had dreamed of hitting C-rank before Cambus and the legion arrived, of being someone Cambus feared. More, he’d hoped it would allow him to protect the outpost from the impending arrival of the orcs… but he’d failed. It left a bitter taste in his mouth, and he was forced to close his eyes and calm himself before he could resume swimming. The movement of fish around him gave him something to focus on. For a moment, he was tempted to begin hunting the carp and devouring them, then he pushed the whim away. Slaughtering fish won’t help me advance at all.
He swept his tail from side-to-side and rushed to the surface of the lake. When his head burst free of the water he tilted forward and used his wings to reach the shore faster. While climbing free, he cast his mind out to sense where the others were. Kaia was in a workshop, deep in concentration. Min and Artax were outside his range. He sensed Talia nearby, though the vagueness led him to think she was cultivating in her cavern. The wards she’d carved into her lair made it hard to reach her. Harper was standing watch… though she seemed strangely high up in the air. His head tilted to follow her mental trace, leading him to discover that the outpost now sported several watchtowers growing up from the solid walls. Leaning against one of the tower walls was Harper. 
Nemesis chose to walk from the edge of the lake to the outpost, and his lips peeled back into a fanged grin when he realized the tower was taller than he was. He stretched his head upward and lifted his forelegs from the ground to see if he could meet Harper’s gaze. She looked surprised when his muzzle came into view.
“Woah, you’ve grown! These towers are thirty feet high.” Harper reached out to brush her palm across his muzzle. Nemesis braced his leg against the tower and partially spread his wings to guarantee his balance.
‘The crocodile’s core was good for me, though it didn’t push me as far as I was hoping.’ He summoned his scores once more and pushed them out for her to review. Harper radiated pride and happiness for him as she examined the crystal’s projection. Some of his own disappointment faded as he took in how she felt about his progress.
“Nemmy, this is great. You’re almost at C-rank! You went up so much from one core… it’s amazing. If we can hunt down a creature with psionic powers, you’re almost assured to hit rank up once you’ve processed its core. Congratulations!”
He rubbed his head against her palm for a second, then lowered himself from where he leaned against the tower. ‘Thank you. I guess I was focusing on the negative because I wanted to advance to my next stage so bad, but you’re right. I’m almost there.’ He paused as he spread and folded his wings once more. He dropped to lie down beside the tower and rested his head on his forelegs. ‘How long was I asleep? Did anything happen?’
Harper propped her elbows on the tower rail and glanced down at him with a smile. “Took you almost two weeks to digest that core. Min and Artax have been keeping an eye on the orcs. They’re gathering and likely to move in the next month or so. No way to tell if our attempts to confuse them with the blocked passes has worked, though we haven’t received any more raiding parties. Artax and Talia both grew from the crocodile meat, and it’s helped all of us with our cultivations. No word yet on when the legion will arrive.”
Nemesis let out a hiss as he took in the news. He was surprised that he’d been in meditation for so long. His tail swept slowly around his body to rest against his ribs as he got comfortable. A glance up showed a pensive look on Harper’s face.
‘I assume there’s more to talk about?’ he asked.




Chapter forty

Harper sighed and nodded at him. “It’s Kaia’s birthday in a few weeks… and I don’t know what to get her.” Harper’s delivery was so mild and solemn that it took Nemesis several seconds to realize that the impending news wasn’t terrible. His crimson eyes blinked repeatedly and his head reared up on his long neck as he twisted his head to face her. She stared at him with a mournful expression… at least until they made eye contact. His rider then burst into laughter and offered him a brilliant grin as she clutched the tower wall to keep steady. 
‘You… that… what?!’ It took Nemesis a bit longer to organize his surprise and form a coherent sentence. He took a deep breath and blew her hair back from her face with a snort. ‘Alright, that was good. Is there actually more we need to worry about, or were you just messing with me?’
She put her forearm up to block his breath from her eyes while her other hand brushed away some tears of laughter. Taking several deep breaths, Harper regained her composure and shrugged. “We’re playing a waiting game. The orcs and the legion are both going to arrive at some point, but we can’t say when. Until they do it’s just a matter of growing as strong as we can and making sure this place is completely secure. To that end, the others want to revisit the plan to set up a second, hidden outpost. Kaia has been strengthening the formations that let us grow this one. Talia and Min have been putting together a design for a smaller base with stronger walls—one we can hide in the mountains. There’s a peak a bit south of here that radiates a strong earth affinity, so we’re hoping we can find a few powerful spirit beasts with earth cores to fuel the formations. But aside from that, it’s just waiting.”
Nemesis let out a groan and lowered his head back onto his forelegs. ‘I hate waiting,’ he muttered. Harper rolled her eyes at him. She stepped back from the edge of the tower, and then he heard her slide down the ladder. He tracked her movements through their mental link as she made her way along the outpost wall and emerged from the nearest gate a few moments later. While he could have simply waited for her to come to him, Nemesis rose to his feet and walked along the other side of the wall so he was there when she came out. His head dipped and he pressed his muzzle against her upraised palm. 
“Then how about we go hunting for earth cores and test out your new strength?”
Her suggestion caused him to flop onto his belly so she could climb onto his back. Flying with him might not have been as safe without his harness in place, but Nemesis had no problem holding her steady with his telekinesis for a short flight. He spread his wings and leaped into the sky. Taking a moment to circle the outpost twice, Nemesis flapped steadily toward his waterfall. He was eager to see what he could do, but he wanted to make sure she was firmly strapped in before they took any true risks. 
Harper’s trust was like a warm beacon in his mind, and her hand rubbing his scaled back made the connection even stronger. She had absolute faith in him. The dragon closed his eyes and pictured the girl who had offered him food when he was trapped in a cage ten years ago. She’d been skinny, dirty… and bruised from one of Jonah’s backhands. Despite the fact he’d just spit acid across the bars of his enclosure, she had approached him without fear. Harper had stared at him in reverence, amazed at being able to work with a dragon. Those emotions were why he’d never attacked her. 
They’d been together for over a decade and she still felt the same mix of wonder and awe when she rubbed his back… only now it was laced with love. Nemesis tilted his wings as he descended toward the waterfall, his mind whirling while he contemplated the beautiful woman on his back. If I had escaped without meeting her, I would have preyed on the humans and any other humanoid species. I’d have killed them until I was eventually brought down by a cultivator or armed mob. I wouldn’t know how to streamline my growth by eating the right cores… and I wouldn’t have learned to read. I might never have discovered my psionic abilities and instead would have lived as a crippled dragon without knowledge of my potential. I owe her more than I can ever repay. 
As his claws hit the trail before the waterfall, he paused. His head turned on his neck until he was staring at her. ‘I love you,’ he said. She sensed how serious he was—their connection made that clear. Instead of answering with a smile or a simple agreement, she stared into his eyes. 
‘I love you too, Nemmy. You’re my world,’ she sent back through their mental bond. She reached up and tapped her finger to the tip of his muzzle, a boop, as she insisted on calling the ridiculous form of touch. It was a touch that meant a great deal to him. He carefully tilted his head until the tip of his left horn poked her nose. ‘What’s all this about?’ 
He lifted her up from his back with his mind and positioned her in front of him. Then, he focused on his own body and shrank down into his elven form. Once he’d taken the proper shape, he pulled her into a hug and kissed her softly on the mouth. “I just felt like it needed to be said. You’ve done a lot to shape the course of my life… and I am grateful.”
She looped an arm around his waist and snuggled up against his side. He used his telekinesis to keep the waterfall from pounding them as they slipped into his cavern. The dark was comforting to him, and he felt a smile spreading across his lips as he looked at the rough carved chamber that held her bed. His robes were draped across the bed, though he paused before picking them up. Harper sensed his mood and she turned him to face her. Her slim hands cupped his face and she smiled at him as she kissed him once more. 
“How about we spend a little time together before we go hunting?” she asked in a breathy tone.
“I think that sounds like a wonderful idea.”
As the two fell to her bed, Nemesis realized that even with all the looming threats on the horizon, he wasn’t scared. With Harper by his side, he would be able to face any challenge. They had Min to join them, and she had Artax to back her up. Kaia and Talia had shown themselves to be allies that he could trust. The six of them were a powerful team, and Nemesis was sure they could survive anything the orcs could throw at them. Jaden and Cambus might be a problem when they arrived, yet he didn’t think the green would have progressed as much as he had over the last month.
Persephone had warned him against revealing any talents that might cause the Immortal and Kolos to be jealous of his growth potential… but now that he’d seen the gulf between himself and a mere B-rank, he couldn’t imagine any reason why an S-rank dragon would fear him. Caution and paranoia might keep him safe, but they wouldn’t leave him happy. He decided then and there that he’d dedicate himself to his companions and make sure they all grew together. He wasn’t going to live in fear of some dragon in the capital of the empire. The small kingdom he’d been born in was more than enough for him to try and keep track of, let alone an entire group of countries. 
He held Harper in his arms and considered the best way for them to continue growing. They might be stationed in this outpost for decades. Their orders were to clear out the dangerous beasts and pacify this area so the empire could grow, and that task would take time. So far, they’d been expanding outward a few miles at a time. The Obsidian Peaks held a lot more wilderness to explore. His head rested against Harper’s and he smiled at the thought. Battling the wilds promised to be all the adventure he could wish for. 
They just had to keep going.
Hunt. Kill. Dominate.




Chapter forty-one

Jaden looked at the huge green dragon that was his mount. Cambus had grown massive over the course of their training, and more so since he’d begun purchasing as many beast cores as he could get his hands on. The dragon now stretched almost seventy feet from nose to tail with wings two hundred feet across. His scales were like emerald tower shields and his claws could carve through solid stone. A ladder had been carefully bolted into those scales, and Jaden climbed it carefully to reach the chariot-style saddle permanently grafted to his dragon’s back. Once he was in position, he strapped himself to the curving wall of his platform and turned to look down at the soldiers waiting near him. 
“Alright, let’s get this caravan moving. We’ve got a legion to march and I don’t want to be slowed down by your men all day.”
The elf stared up at him with a neutral expression, and then slammed a fist to his chest in salute. “Of course, sir.” The slender veteran turned and motioned to a young man holding a slim, bronze bugle. The page blew three long notes and the camp around them began to move. The soldiers marched in hundred-man units; the first began advancing down the road while others drew into line behind them. Cambus began to walk behind the third, and Jaden felt himself chafing at the slow pace. The journey would take weeks thanks to the huge wagons that formed the center of their group. He unrolled a map drawn from his belt and traced the route with his finger. There were a few spots where he might be able to cut time off their trip, but not many… and none if the weather turned sour. 
He heard the ladder rattle against Cambus’ scales and turned his head to take in his elven commander and the bugler as they climbed on board. There was more than enough room in Cambus’ saddle for the others, though Jaden sniffed disdainfully at having the page present. “I can’t believe the empire didn’t issue us communication crystals for this venture,” he murmured. He’d intended the comment to be private, though once again he underestimated the hearing of his elven subordinate.
“Inscribed materials are rarely issued in bulk to frontier legions, sir. There’s never enough to go around in the main army, and groups like this are prone to discipline issues. Still, once the outpost is established and we’ve proven the empire is expanding, then we’ll see more resources sent our way.”
The elf was bland to the point of boring. Jaden longed to feed the man to his dragon, if only to see if he’d show emotions while Cambus chewed on him. The rider waved his hand dismissively, then faced forward to watch the road. After a moment, he gripped the reins and drew Cambus out of the line. 
“We’ll travel alongside the caravan. Keeping in formation is a hassle I don’t need. The legion isn’t going to be moving fast enough for Cambus to stretch his legs, and I’ve no desire to stop and start continually.”
He signaled Cambus to match pace with the group, then hooked the reins to the front wall of the chariot. He couldn’t imagine why some riders preferred having dragons that could talk to them. Cambus was aggressive in a way that pleased him, yet for all his bulk and power the dragon was basically just a huge horse. Jaden preferred it that way. 
He glanced over his shoulder, and for just a second, thought he saw a glimmer of disapproval on the face of his commander. He squinted to look closer, this time seeing nothing more than the same placid face the man always made. With a sigh, Jaden unhooked a chair made of canvas and metal, a folding tool that was beneath him, but one he gladly sat upon. It was going to be a long trip, so he saw no reason to tire himself out by standing all day. He drew a scroll out of the tube on his belt and began reading a treatise on cultivating fire and acid into something called devastation affinity. He hadn’t managed to make it work yet, but he was sure he could manage it if he just kept trying. 
He had nothing but time… and he couldn’t truly entertain himself until he’d reached the outpost. He let his mind wander to the individuals waiting for his arrival. Kaia, the pretentious rich girl who had continually snubbed his affections. Harper, the filthy peasant who dared to refuse him again and again. His arrogant sister, always sticking up for her lessers. Once he was in command of the outpost and they were honor bound to obey him, he’d make sure they all knew their places. If they had to lose their dragons to do it? That was fine with him. The empire could always breed more dragons. He knew the truth of the Scaleguard, after all. 
One day they’d breed the intelligence right out of dragons, and then they’d have the perfect cavalry force. The beasts might not be as useful without magic, but that didn’t matter when cultivators could cast their own spells. All they needed to do was keep the breeding programs going for a few more generations while they continued culling the wild beasts. That was the true will of the Immortal: that all dragons be reduced to perfect, mindless mounts… just like the godbeast Kolos.
After all, being stupid didn’t make the creature any less divine. It just meant they knew their place.
That suited Jaden just fine. The blond nobleman chuckled to himself as he resumed reading the cultivation manual in his hands. Once he’d mastered this devastation mana, he was sure he’d have a technique that would catapult him to true power. 




Chapter forty-two

Thank you for reading Nemesis: A Rider’s Dragon. This book was a bit of an experiment for me. Cultivation stories are fascinating, and I wanted to see what one might look like if it were told from a different angle. I love dragons, so even though dragon-rider tales have been told for decades now, I wanted to try telling one from the point of view of the dragon. The two ideas coalesced into a story told from the perspective of a spirit beast. I hope you enjoyed it, and as always, please leave a review or rating on Amazon.  
I plan to continue this story if the sales do well, and I hope we all have fun along the way. 
Deacon Frost is a single father of two special-needs teenagers. He started gaming at the age of 8, when his father sat him down for some First Edition Dungeons & Dragons. His best friend introduced him to anime at the age of 12, and his nerdy tendencies just got worse from there. If you’re looking for more from Deacon, please check out his  You can also find his other series,   , and , as ebooks, paperbacks, or audiobooks presented by Podium Audio. For something less spicy, consider my alternative pen name Somnus Quill and the short story: , a proto-harem barbarian story.
For other books in the HaremLit genre—please look at .
To follow my writing find me on   as well as .
You can also find me on .
Deacon Discord – A discord for fans of Otherworld Academy, Avalar Explored, and Dungeons of Underhill. 
Fans of the artwork within this series might enjoy the .
Other books you might enjoy
Who Let a Demon Lord Into the Mage Tower? – Atlas Kane, a great book, really loved it. 
Towers of Acalia – Atlas Kane, a harem series about climbing towers and cultivating.
Rise of the Weakest Summoner – J. R. Saileri, more of these to read all the time.
Legendary LitRPG – A LitRPG Anthology with 28 stories to choose from. Check out Grub’s Day Out by Somnus Quill, it’s mine. 
First Fist – T.J. Reynolds, it isn’t harem, but I really enjoyed this story, can’t wait to see more. 
Titan Mage – Edie Skye, for those who enjoy steampunk harems and battling mechs.
Magic Steampunk Pirate Booty Adventure – Grady Sparks, for even more steampunk.
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