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  Chapter One


Nemesis glowered at the being before him. Once again, he contemplated eating the individual they called his tutor. It would be rude, yet so incredibly  satisfying. However, as he knew Harper would spend hours, possibly days, yelling at him if he chose to vent his annoyance in that manner, the dragon settled for blowing an icy wind across the bald man’s forehead.
Seeing frost forming like a dome over the annoying man’s scalp was almost worth it.
“Patriarch, please, I must insist you focus. You’ll never master external mana techniques if you cannot focus on how to properly expand your aura.”
Fed up, Nemesis released a growl that caused the entire cavern to vibrate. “Just go,” he said with a glare. Then he turned his head and tucked his face under his wing, pretending to go to sleep. He couldn’t believe it took the man a full ten minutes after that to leave the cave. The gall to think that he wouldn’t be eaten… and worse knowing the man was right.
I thought being brought to a sect where everyone worshiped me would be so useful. Yet all they do is feed me and ask that I dedicate myself to growing stronger while they train the others. I can’t even go hunt. How am I supposed to improve when they won’t let me challenge myself on a hunt? It’s so boring… And they’ve pushed Persephone into seclusion. I’m sure if we cultivated together I would improve my rank, and maybe hers as well.
Nemesis grumbled to himself while he contemplated how his life had changed since they’d abandoned the Empire and its outpost. They’d traveled cross country with General Alecto’s troops for over two months before they’d reached a mountain that floated in the air. The entire thing hovered over a lake of lava, and water constantly poured down its sides to create a vast fogbank that smothered the land for miles.
Nemesis, Talia, and Persephone had been forced to allow the soldiers to guide them. He hadn’t understood the techniques woven into the fog which prevented him from navigating it. They had proven obnoxiously effective in confusing his sense of direction.
Once they’d reached the mountain, they found a thick forest that gradually shifted to tundra the higher up the massive peak they traveled. The top was an ever-expanding glacier that constantly calved ice, which fell down the southern slope, melted, and produced the runoff that fed the clouds.
The entire place radiated mana to such an extent that it was clear a divine artifact was at play. The sect didn’t provide details; they merely said that Nightshade had struggled to win them their home, so they guarded it jealously in her name.
The longer he spent with the worshipers, the more he realized that they valued him solely for his mother’s blood in his veins. They’d all but confirmed it by declaring him Patriarch the moment he arrived, shoving him into a “sacred cavern,” and doing everything they could to ensure he didn’t leave it.
Ordinarily, he’d have chosen to simply leave and let them get over it, but on his arrival he had met the Elders. Five individuals, all A-rank. One of them—and it drove him mad he couldn’t tell which one—was a spirit beast. He couldn’t tell what kind of beast it was, aside from his conviction it wasn’t a dragon… and he wasn’t suicidal enough to try and challenge an unknown A-rank beast.
Yet.
Worse, from the way they spoke, he had a suspicion they harbored an S-rank of some kind. He could only go by clues and intuitions, for each and every member of their group had protections against his telepathic intrusions. He simply couldn’t read their minds.
He might have started outright planning his escape—except the sect was providing resources for his partners to advance their own cultivation. That and the gold. They were giving him so much gold.
Daydreaming of his treasure, Nemesis was drawn out of his fantasy by the very real clink of coins that sounded each time he shifted his body. For the first time in his life he had a proper bed of treasure to rest upon. Each time he adjusted his position, the beautiful sound of coins sliding against each other jingled in his ears. He didn’t have enough to sleep beneath yet, but he had hopes.
Just as he was about to let himself drift into a true nap, someone entered his cave. Nemesis recognized the mental presence… and it wasn’t one he could ignore. He withdrew his head from beneath his wing and turned to face the intruder, only to be viciously assaulted.
“Boop!” Harper declared with a bright smile on her face. She withdrew the offending digit from the tip of his muzzle and clapped her hands together. “How did training go today?” 
Nemesis groaned and dropped his head to the ground with a thud. Coins were displaced to slide outward, so he instinctively used his telekinesis to ensure none of them slipped off his pile. “It’s pointless. No matter how I focus, I can’t form mana into an external technique. I can blast it outward and change the area by flooding it with my mana, but that’s neither efficient nor worth the effort.”
Harper reached out and stroked her hand along his scaled nose. She came around until she was leaning against his face. “Do you think it’s the issue Min had before she rose in rank?”
Biting back a grumble, Nemesis considered that. Before they’d cultivated and she’d achieved her current level of development, Min had been stuck using only internal techniques. She’d also had a budding psychic ability, though it had been unformed. 
Viziers are masters of psionics, yet they can’t use mana at all. Min had mixed abilities, but mastered neither… could it be that simple? The dual cultivation gave me access to mana, but my own psychic prowess makes it impossible for me to use it properly?
Harper took out a wire brush and started scrubbing the edges of his scales. The brush couldn’t even scratch his armor, but it felt wonderful when she got tiny particles out from between his plates. He let out a low groan that shook the entire cave. 
“That might be it,” he finally said. “But Min has grown, and now she can use her techniques properly. Why can’t I? I’m a higher rank than she is.”
Harper clucked her tongue and began using the brush to clean the base of his horn. The sensation tickled and he had to resist the urge to fidget. “Well, you’ve got more cores now, and you’re on some kind of divine path. If the disruption to your mana is determined by your mental power… you likely need to advance further before you can start using your mana like a Magus class dragon.”
“Ah, yes… that makes sense. My own incredibly powerful mind blocks my magical abilities.” For some reason, Harper felt amused by his observation. She buried her face against his scales while she giggled. Worse, she’d stopped itching the base of his horn, which left him unsatisfied. “What do you find so funny?”
Responding to the hints of grouchiness in his tone, Harper planted a kiss on his head and started scratching at his horn again with the brush. “I was just thinking about how I hope you never change, Nemmy, because I love you just the way you are.”
He let out a soft rumble, then released a puff of flame from between his scaled lips. “Fair. I… am fond of you as well,” he said, then he remembered that she had been working on a project for the Elders. “How goes your attempt to recreate the bloodline potion?”
Of all his partners, it was Harper that the Elders had devoted the most time and attention upon. Once they realized that she had created a potion from his blood—and that it gave all the riders a draconic bloodline—they had practically locked her with their own alchemists. If Nemesis hadn’t eaten the fourth acolyte who had repeated that she remained in seclusion, he was sure they’d not have started letting her out to visit him.
Harper, he noted, suddenly radiated annoyance. He restrained the urge to read her thoughts, letting her tell him at her own pace; she claimed that was the polite thing to do. If she hadn’t been dutifully itching his scales, he might have exploded in curiosity.
“Not well,” she began, “I managed the potion during an epiphany. Without the essence of the higher realm inspiring me, I am not sure I can recreate it properly. At least, not one that is as thorough as the one we used.”
Nemesis let out a grunt. ‘I’m not giving them my heart’s blood. I don’t trust these people. I’m starting to think that not everyone shares Alecto’s fanatical devotion. The Elders seem to enjoy having Nightshade’s offspring, but if they were serious about serving me, they wouldn’t be keeping me confined to a cave.’
Harper paused for a moment, then put more effort into scrubbing the ridges along his horn. ‘It’s the one ingredient I haven’t mentioned to them. I said we used your blood, but didn’t say it was freely offered heart’s blood. I think you’re right to be concerned. They’ve assigned us all instructors and made us provisional members, but they expect each of us to perform acts of service to benefit the sect. They’ve been sending Talia out to hunt beasts that swim in the lava. Kaia and I have been working on our crafts, but to gain the materials we need to advance we need to exchange points, which we can only gain doing missions they approve. But they won’t let me take missions while they want me to work the bloodline potion.’
Nemesis felt the bones in his jaw creak, so he carefully relaxed his muzzle. His fangs had dug against his gums with the force of his swallowed growl. He closed his crimson eyes and did his best to untense his entire body, hoping to appear like her grooming was putting him to sleep. 
‘Are they holding back your cultivation?’
Harper moved around to the other side of his head so she could start working on the scales there. The shift was enough to cause him to sigh in pleasure. ‘No, not directly. But unless we’re willing to expose how the dual cultivation works, we’re stuck using the old methods. It’s slowing us down… and none of us are strong enough to help you advance. Are they giving you the cores they promised?’
‘Some. I’d benefit from being able to hunt myself, but they insist that the Emperor will be searching for me, and only here in their mists can I be guaranteed safety. They provide me all the food I could want, and regularly bring cores… but none of it is exceptional. It keeps my cultivation from decaying, but it will be centuries before I advance at this pace.’
‘I think that’s what they want,’ she admitted. ‘From what I’ve managed to overhear I don’t think they expected Alecto to bring you back. She’s not alone in being a fanatical devotee of Nightshade, but she is their most powerful spokesman. A lot of the sect is simply focused on their own power… and they don’t want you disrupting things. They’re trying to avoid a rift in their own membership, but they also can’t risk you becoming powerful enough to overwhelm the Elders.’
Nemesis grunted and shifted, using his wings to pile the gold higher up along his ribs. He curled his tail around the treasure to scoop it up even farther on the side opposite Harper. He wanted any observers to think he was truly settling in to sleep. 
‘I hate this political crap,’ he complained in the privacy of her mind. ‘I can’t even maintain a telepathic web with the rest of you, because they have formations to jam my telepathy spread all over the mountain. The Elders apologize and say it’s to protect the secrets of the sect, but it’s annoying!’ Out loud, he said, “If only I could master this magic and help you in your potion crafting.” 
Harper planted a kiss on his eyelid, which he opened so he could focus his crimson eye on her. She offered him a gentle smile. “It’s only been six months, I’m sure you’ll get it,” she assured him aloud. “Not everyone can master magic easily—there’s no need to let it get you down.” 
“I don’t like not being able to help you,” he muttered, intentionally pitching his voice to sound surlier than he truly felt. “I’m going to take a nap. Tell Talia, Kaia, and Min I miss them and expect all of them to come visit me soon. And if you hear anything on Persephone, let me know.”
Harper nodded and pressed her hand to the ridge of his eye socket. ‘Good, let them think you’re just pouting. We’ll figure out some way to gather more information from the sect. Min has been spending time with Persephone. She’s been struggling with her broken bond to Glaive. Min’s trying to help, but the Elders keep giving Persephone potions to dull her emotions, and Min thinks that it’s pushing her toward an extended hibernation. So far it doesn’t look like they’re going to try and weave a new bond for her.’
They had discussed whether that was a risk, though in truth none of them knew if it were possible to force a dragon to bond against their will. Especially one as powerful as Persephone. The Scaleguard had records of hatchlings who bonded a second time after their partners had been killed, but the details were frustratingly vague, and no one was sure how it had happened. 
“I will,” Harper promised. She climbed down off the coins she’d been using to reach his horns, and he let out a grumbling grunt. He was more than capable of wielding the brush himself telekinetically, but he didn’t think he should have to. “Is there anything else you need before I go?”
Nemesis rustled his wings along his back for a moment, then carefully folded them once more against his spine. He let a thoughtful sound fill the cavern, then lifted his head enough to nod. “Yes, inform whatever servants have been preparing my food that I’d prefer to have it brought in live. Something thick and meaty. If they won’t allow me to leave the cave to hunt for myself, they can at least allow me the satisfaction of killing my own food… perhaps a mammoth?”
Harper let out a choked laugh. Nemesis understood why. The ice mammoths that wandered the glaciers at the mountain’s peak were absolutely massive. The beasts stood forty feet at the shoulder and were roughly half again that in length. They were also covered in icicles that provided a decent imitation of armor.
“I’ll let them know,” she said. “Though I wouldn’t get my hopes up though if I were you. Last I heard they regularly lose acolytes just killing the mammoths for meat. Taking one alive might be beyond them.” 
Nemesis simply blew hot air from his nostrils. “Well, it’s my favorite. If they’re having trouble, they can let me go and fetch one myself.”
Harper winked, then she inclined her head in a mocking bow and retreated from his cavern. Nemesis felt better for the talk, and when he lay his head back down he had no issues slipping into a real nap.






  
  Chapter Two


The sudden sound that awoke him was nearly answered with a blast of caustic venom that would have reduced his visitor to bubbling goo. Nearly answered, except he recognized the scent of mammoth and restrained himself.  
His eyes opened to slits and he was greeted with the sight of four robed acolytes of the sect dragging in an entire mammoth. He sighed, not even trying hide his disappointment. “I wanted it alive,” he rumbled out. 
The acolyte he’d fixed with his glower started to stammer out a response, but he was saved the need to answer by a voice from behind the carcass. “And I deemed that too risky for our hunters,” said Elder Phon.
Elder Phon was draped in a black robe with streaks of blue along the wrists and collar. He had a long, crystal-blue sash wrapped about his waist and a blade scabbard resting within the fabric. The green-haired elf radiated a sense of power that never failed to raise Nemesis’ hackles. Phon was one of his top contenders for the spirit beast on the counsel, yet he still hadn’t managed to find proof.
An idle brush of his mental sense revealed the Elder was still tucked safely behind psychic shields of some sort. As usual.
“Then perhaps you should let me go hunt for myself,” Nemesis said. His head rose and the resulting sound of coins jingling against each other soothed his irritation, though not by much. Nemesis stretched his wings and reveled in the fact that the tips didn’t brush the walls of the cavern. “I’m bored, and my advancement is stalling. What use is a Patriarch that’s weak and feeble?”
Phon raised a hand and waved it a few inches to the side, almost dismissively brushing aside Nemesis’ complaint. “We have discussed this. The mountain is not safe. The sect values your bloodline and your heritage too much to risk you at this point. In time, when your strength has grown—”
The Elder wasn’t prepared to find himself slammed against the wall of the cavern by an invisible force, that much was clear from the shock on his face. Nemesis saw mana swirling around the elf, ice and wind, so he applied more telekinetic pressure to hold him in place.
The acolytes had wisely threw themselves to the floor of the cave. That meant Nemesis stepped over them instead of flattening them as he drew himself up off the hoard of coins. His tail lashed and his scales flexed with the tension in his muscles. His lips peeled back to reveal his fangs—a smile—in response to the hint of fear he smelled coming off Phon.
“Are you implying that my strength is inadequate to defend myself?” he asked. The threat in his tone was clear, and he lowered his head to hover above Phon while staring down at the elf.
“That was… not… my intent, Patriarch,” the elf wheezed out. He had to work to draw in air against the pressure Nemesis exerted on his body, though Nemesis suspected the man was hiding the true extent of his power. I’m not stupid, he thought, even I know an air cultivator should have no trouble breathing. They continue to underestimate me.
“Humph,” Nemesis snorted. “Tell the council that they’re going to have to choose between allowing me to hunt for myself, or bringing me worthy beasts to eat. Nothing below A-rank, and alive. A dragon does not cower in a cave waiting to be fed. We hunt. We kill.”
He left the last words unspoken. His mother’s mantra was well known on this mountain, and by leaving it silent it seemed to hang in the air over Phon’s head. We dominate, he finished to himself.
He released the elf and allowed him to drop to the floor. Nemesis noted the way air mana swirled to catch him and settle him without a hair out of place. It was all he could do to stop himself from rolling his eyes.
“Enjoy your meal, Patriarch.” Phon bowed to him, then turned to the acolytes. “Come along, let us leave him to eat in peace.”
Nemesis blew thin streamers of smoke out his nostrils and watched as the sect members scurried out of his cave. He shifted to examine the mammoth. The thick hairs were coated in sheaths of ice, which made the beasts remarkably hard to hurt. He’d been told by Talia that it exuded an aura of cold that weakened flame attacks, making it unusually resilient to the element that should have countered it. 
The beast’s bulk was impressive. It wasn’t as large as he was, yet Nemesis suspected it might actually be heavier. The dense layers of fat beneath its hair and the muscle combined to give it a solidity that the dragon had to respect. Especially when that bulk was defended by the massive, curved tusks.
Nemesis brought a forelimb down on the mammoth’s neck and sank his claws through the ice with a series of brittle cracks. His talons punched through the thick hide, the fat, and into the muscle beneath. Opening his jaws, he slammed his mouth down on the beast’s underbelly and started to feast. 
While he ate, he made several observations. 
There aren’t any wounds on its body, but the lungs have been ruptured. Someone blew wind into the mammoth in an attack powerful enough to burst it from the inside. The stomach isn’t distended, so the control was so delicate they hit the lungs alone.
It was a warning. 
Just as he’d used his telekinesis to remind Phon that he was more than he appeared, the Elder had delivered his own message. Judging by the mana in its flesh, I’d say this mammoth was in the low to mid B-rank. The Elder likely killed it himself by bursting its lungs. Perhaps he held it in place with a wind technique that prevented its charge? 
The implication was clear. The Elder wanted him to respect the council’s power. Nemesis snorted. His muzzle drove into the open carcass and snapped ribs outward while he burrowed his jaws in to wrap around the mammoth’s icy core. He could have pulled it free telekinetically, but he had a point of his own to make. 
They know I’m young for a dragon, and they know I’m stronger than I should be. No one in the sect knows about our dual cultivation, so they don’t have any idea how I gained my strength. Alecto had access to Scaleguard records. It would be foolish to think they don’t know how weak I was when I came to Fort Talon. If they’re not stupid, they have to worry I am some kind of spiritual prodigy… which means I’m a threat to their power.
A jerk of his head tore the mammoth’s heart free and he chewed slowly while contemplating how annoying these politics were. Maybe they think Persephone is the key to my power growth, and that’s why they’re keeping us separated?
He had doubts about that theory. Killing her rider had torn a wound in Persephone’s soul. He was sure he could mend it if they cultivated, but given the pain she must be feeling with a wounded soul, he was certain her mental grief was a true reflection of it. They wouldn’t need excuses to keep the A-rank dragon sedated and prevent her from acting out.
The sect had also made it a pain for Talia to move around as well, save for when they sent her hunting the lava fields. They were far more comfortable with the C-rank gold dragon, and he understood their reasoning. Any one of the Elders could probably subdue Talia if they had to, though he suspected the fight would be harder than they realized.
The more frustrating part of these little exchanges was the need to repeatedly restrain his anger. Nemesis knew he could kill one of the Elders in a true fight. If they were in a group… He dismissed that concern. He was too smart to let himself get lured into a fight that could go that poorly.
The icy mana from the mammoth’s core pulsed into his body and he forced it to flow into the secondary core of ice that orbited his center. With a growl, he realized his mana was beginning to grow imbalanced. He focused inward while he gnawed at the mammoth. 
His dominant core hung like a piece of black jade; a faint green sheen marked the poison that remained within his darkness. Orbiting that core were four others, smaller, bound in place by hair-thin wires of mana in a manner he still didn’t fully understand. The crackling blue sphere of lightning he’d gained from Artax. The churning crimson sun that came from cultivating with Talia. The vaguely misty green acid he’d developed after consuming Cambus’ core… and then the frosty core that he’d been forced to split off after swallowing the swordsman. That draconic Sword Saint person. 
Still a ridiculous name, he mused.
That icy core was larger than the other three, and tendrils of white mana were trying to crawl from it back into his dominant core. He instinctively sensed that if he didn’t keep all four of the smaller cores in balance, the icy one’s size difference might cause the entire structure to collapse. 
Bad enough I don’t even know what that swordsman was, but now his core is giving me problems. He’s been far more trouble dead than he was alive, Nemesis thought with a dull contempt for the foe he’d swallowed. It’s not fair. The mammoths are the most enjoyable part of being Patriarch, and now I’m going to have to demand different meals because of their mana type.
He quickly realized that was a problem, because he had been trying to conceal as much about his abilities as they could. Changing his demands… would make him appear fickle. Which might actually benefit me. They already think I’m young and temperamental. If they think I change my mind easily they might start trying to influence me more, which would give me a chance to see what they truly want from me.
Ugh, but that sounds exhausting.
Nemesis flopped onto his belly with a grunt and dragged the mammoth closer. His tail looped around and he used its thick muscle to twist the mammoth’s head free of the body with a snap of breaking bones. Once that was done, he set aside the skull and tusks. Tempting as it was to break open the skull and devour the brains, he knew that Harper could use them to make a potion she’d wanted to experiment with.
It took him nearly an hour of continual effort to reduce the mammoth to bones. However, the skeleton radiated a cold that he found comforting through his exertion. He contemplated keeping the pieces to give him something to chew on when boredom hit in the future, then sighed. 
No, it will simply make the mana imbalance worse. I should probably send a message to Talia and request something steeped in fire mana next, that way I can counter all this ice. Acid is easy, they already know about that. It’s the lightning I’m not sure about. I don’t know how thoroughly Alecto interrogated the legionnaires before she killed them, so it’s possible my use of multiple breath weapons went unnoticed.
Nemesis paused, contemplating the battle they’d fought to clear out the invading orcs and then defeat Glaive’s brother a few months prior. A snort escaped him.
Alright, there’s no chance it went unnoticed. But that doesn’t mean Alecto’s troops were aware of everything she did. Unfortunately, I can’t be sure what the Elders know without a source of information, and they’re keeping my riders at arm’s length. 
Nemesis found himself in the strange position of wishing he’d befriended some of Alecto’s guards while they’d marched to the sect together. If he had, he might have people he could pump for information. As it was, the sect had sent most of the troops to whatever staging area Alecto maintained in her role as imperial commander. 
The horrifying realization dawned upon him that he would need to start being nice to the only people who were regularly sent to interact with him… his tutors.
Nemesis bit back a groan and took his frustrations out on a particularly thick femur nearby. He appreciated that some of the bones were dense enough he could actually chew on them without reducing them to splinters. Glancing from side to side, he carefully slid one of the thick bones under his pile of coins, just in case he needed it later.
That done, he crossed his forelimbs and rested his jaw on his gold, taking a moment to relax while he reviewed his tutors and what chance he had to befriend any of them. The bald one he dismissed immediately—the man’s shiny head bothered him, it constantly glinted light into his face and distracted him. The soft-spoken halfling girl was also summarily rejected. The girl struggled to speak when he made eye contact with her, and the lone time he’d growled at her she’d fainted.
Come to think of it, she hasn’t been back since then. Perhaps she finally grasped that she lacked the fortitude to withstand my majesty? 
Idly, Nemesis scratched his jaw with a talon and fished for scraps of flesh between his fangs. Who does that leave? The old dwarf with the white hair… and the bird. His eyes narrowed when he contemplated the strange raven-headed man who smelled strongly of dust. That scholar had taken a single look at Nemesis and waved a wing dismissively, then launched into a speech about meridians and epiphanies that had gone on for hours.
That speech had only ended when Nemesis tried to bite him. 
The dwarf won’t do either. No, none of the tutors are suitable to be my informants. All of them are dull, annoying, and cowardly. I need someone who has the courage to betray their sect along with the wisdom to see why I am the proper target of their loyalty. 
He grumbled at that realization, then resumed tapping a talon against his jaw. Who comes by my cave often enough that I have a reason to talk to them, is in awe of my power, and would be easy to sway? There has to be someone.
Footsteps sounded at the entrance of his lair and Nemesis snapped his eyes around to lock onto the four acolytes who had brought the mammoth corpse in with Elder Phon. The robed figures bowered, then motioned toward the bones, come to take them to the crafters.
That was when Nemesis realized exactly which sect members he had justification to talk to. He shot to his feet and spread his wings to loom over them. A deep growl escaped his chest and caused the entire cavern to tremble. His head arched down, though still hovered over the group. Nemesis spread his scaled lips to reveal all of his fangs, showing them his beauty.
“I’ve decided to give some of you the honor being my friends. Which one of you would like to go first?”
The dragon was left blinking in confusion as all four of the robed figures screamed… and promptly fainted.






  
  Chapter Three


Over the next few days, Nemesis came to realize that the acolytes who visited his cave weren’t full members of the sect. They were simply apprentices trying to earn a place… and their cultivation was so low that his presence overwhelmed them if he did anything more than glance their way.  
It was very annoying, and intentional on the part of the Elders, he suspected.
But one thing he also realized was that the fiction of his being “Patriarch” to the Sect meant they couldn’t afford to alienate him too deeply. If Harper was right that there were loyalists like Alecto among the sect’s membership, those individuals would fight if the Elders attacked him.
Which meant he could push them.
With that in mind, the black dragon rose to his feet and left his cave. His tail swished lazily behind him as he stretched his wings and let out a long, low-pitched bellow that caused the trees around his cavern entrance to shake. His crimson eyes took in the surroundings and he snorted at the confirmation: the Elders were keeping him away from the main sect.
A winding path led down from his cave and it was several miles of steep, uneven road to reach the small city set into the side of the mountain. He noted the buildings appeared to be carved into the cliffs. It gave the entire settlement an odd, half-moon shape, as all the tallest buildings terminated in the rock wall. 
That must be a long walk for mortals with poor cultivation, he observed idly, then spread his wings and hurled himself into the air. No way I’m wasting my time taking that path. 
He was pleased to discover the area around his cavern had dense ambient mana. He saw carved pillars scattered all over the mountain beneath him. He could clearly see how they shifted the mana so it gathered in some areas and not in others. The sect had divided their mountain to control how fast things could grow in power. Even the city was split along tiers that had different mana densities.
He assumed the Elders resided in the thickest concentrations… which were more powerful than the area around his cavern. A thoughtful rumble escaped him at that subtle insult. He made note of it, just in case he wished to return the slight at some point.
Then, he folded his wings against his side and dove directly at the largest open space in the cultivation town. Stalls lined the edges, but the center was kept clear. He could see some black stone decoration in the center. The statue grew in his vision as he hurtled straight down at it.
Just before he snapped his wings open and converted his dive into a tight spiral, he registered that the statue was of a black dragon. The sinuous being depicted in stone had six horns curling around her head in a mane, and there were rubies inset into her eyes that reminded him of his own.
His talons cast sparks as he set down in the square and took a few steps to bleed off the last of his momentum. Nemesis never took his eyes off the statue. He strode over to it even as he furled his wings against his spine once again. 
The memories he had of his mother was nothing but a black corpse half curled around the sand pit he’d been born in… and he didn’t even know if that had been her. Could have been a sibling, or just some beast the poachers killed when they found the nest. My eyes were so bad at the time I never got a good look at it.
Nemesis curled his neck and turned his face in the direction of the kingdom he’d originated from. Somewhere in those lands was a cave that held answers. Logic told him it hadn’t been Nightshade’s actual lair; the S-rank dragon would have put off enough mana to her cavern that the eggs wouldn’t have survived the pressure. That was always a risk for dragons. Most chose to produce egg clutches around B-rank, when they were strong enough to protect their eggs, but not so strong they’d kill the children just by lingering around them. 
The black dragon was drawn out of his thoughts by voices murmuring all around him. He glanced down and found robed acolytes bowing to him on every side. The men and women refused to lift their heads, and after a moment he realized they were expecting him to speak.
“Nightshade’s blessing on all of you. I’ve come to tour the sect. Would someone fetch me a robe?”
Despite the group being a collection of dragon worshipers, most of their town hadn’t been designed with someone of his size in mind. He saw a number of paths he couldn’t navigate without breaking the surrounding structures, and given the mana density of the stone, it would have been a hassle. 
The crowd had lifted their heads at his blessings, and to his surprise, one of the men stepped forward and began stripping out of his own robes. The towering half-orc was a small mountain of muscle, and Nemesis was forced to clear his throat to stop his impromptu stripping.
“Not you, you’re… too large.”
The dragon ran his eyes over the crowd, and then plucked an elf off the ground with his telekinesis. The crowd gasped as he floated the figure across the square and plopped them down directly in front of his muzzle. “You, you’re the right size, you’ll do.”
“O-o-of c-course, Patriarch,” the elf stammered. It was only when she spoke that he realized it was a woman. Nemesis grumbled, then telekinetically held her robes closed against her own attempts to peel them off.
“Stop! I didn’t realize you were female. Someone matching her size, step forward. The Patriarch’s blessing on whomever does me this service.”
He was fairly certain Harper, to say nothing of Min or Kaia, would have been quite cross with him if he’d made some elf lass strip in the middle of the sect plaza. They took a dim view on people who took advantage of women, and from what he’d seen, he didn’t necessarily blame them. Humanoids have such strange opinions of gender propriety
After several moments of people scrambling around, Nemesis finally received a set of crimson robes. They had black stitching in bird patterns all over them, but they would work to cover his body. He murmured an absentminded thanks and focused on shrinking down into his elven form.
The process had grown so familiar to him that he had no trouble lifting the robes and dressing himself once his body had reached the appropriate size. He knotted the belt by hand and offered the crowd a smile. “Thank you all. Now, would anyone care to give me a tour?”
The man who’d offered his robes stepped forward. He was still wearing a set of under robes, though they left his knees exposed and stopped just above his elbows. Nemesis noted the human had silver hair, and smelled vaguely of blood and ice. He also had a sword strapped to his hip. The fellow bowed low before Nemesis.
“I would be honored, Patriarch,” he said, then slapped his fist to his heart in a military salute. 
Nemesis didn’t recognize him, so he didn’t think the human had been one of Alecto’s followers. His mind held a similar fervor, though less… frantic, than Alecto’s had been. It was enough to move Nemesis into agreeing.
“Very well. I’ll need to know your name. And I expect our conversation to remain private.”
“Of course! My name is Po Ri. Where would you like to go first?” 
Nemesis skimmed Po Ri’s surface thoughts and found that whatever jamming formations the sect used to prevent mental intrusions didn’t stop his power at close range. The human truly felt honored to be in the presence of Nightshade’s descendant. While Nemesis would have preferred Po Ri be wise enough to worship him for his own majesty, he would accept the loyalty without too much complaint.
Making a motion of dismissal, Nemesis ignored everyone else, so the crowd reluctantly dispersed. He could feel eyes on him and found it… uncomfortable. It had been some time since he was at Fort Talon, and he wasn’t used to seeing humanoids moving around performing domestic chores. It might not have bothered him if so many of them hadn’t turned to stare in his direction.
“Do you have a technique that can guarantee our privacy?” he asked Po Ri. The human watched him, and in turn Nemesis spied on his thoughts. The silver-haired swordsman was surprised that Nemesis couldn’t do it himself, yet he didn’t think anything negative. Instead, he bowed to Nemesis.
“I can purchase some charms at one of the nearby stalls, if you’d like. Each should last several hours, as long as we select quality pieces.”
Not even pausing to consider if he should pay himself, Nemesis nodded in agreement. He was content to follow Po Ri toward one of the stalls and was delighted to find a selection of necklaces with small formations inscribed upon their faces. 
Several of them were made of multiple inscription plates. Those were strung together in a pattern that resembled a collar, but Nemesis didn’t let that bother him. He understood the requirements of the formations well enough to see the practicality of the design. 
He watched while Po Ri bartered with the gnome behind the counter, making sure to skim the woman’s thoughts to ensure she didn’t cheat them. He could tell from his telepathic scan that Po Ri was using a significant portion of his personal fortune to buy the talismans. He contemplated whether he was obligated to repay the man in some manner.
Harper would say yes, but isn’t the prestige he gets from being seen in the Patriarch’s company reward enough? A tiny voice that sounded suspiciously like Harper’s pointed out that few would recognize him as the Patriarch in his current form. Nemesis mentally grumbled and made a small promise that he’d do something nice for the man.
That thought went right out of his head when he was handed a silk pouch with several charms inside. He drew one of the silver disks from the bag and turned to look at the merchant, just to make sure he understood how they worked.
“A touch of mana activates the inscription and it lasts for three hours?”
She nodded, then offered him a slight bow. “The formation will draw the sound mana around you, and instead of letting it expand, it will draw it in. You might find outside noises muffled due to the field, though, so that is something to be wary of.”
Nemesis could see how that would be a definite disadvantage for many, but he was confident in sensing the emotions of the people around him. The sect formations didn’t seem to block his empathic awareness, just active telepathy. 
“Thank you,” he said to the shopkeeper. Proud of himself for remembering to use his manners, he slid the leather cord over his neck and turned his attention back to Po Ri. He opened his mouth to speak, then paused to activate the talisman. Once he felt the mana swirling around them, he continued: “There is an alchemical workshop somewhere that contains my partner, Harper, and I would like to find it.”
Po Ri didn’t feel overly confident to Nemesis, but that didn’t stop the man from bowing his head. “We should start by examining the crafters’ quarter. There are many workshops there. One may contain the person you seek.” Nemesis felt some mild confusion, and a quick investigation of Po Ri’s surface thoughts revealed the cause.
Interesting. He didn’t know I had a partner? I wonder how the Elders have presented the others to the sect. Actually, I don’t think I’ve heard mention of Nightshade having a rider. Perhaps they think it dilutes my reputation as her heir if I am bound to someone? Ugh, politics. So annoying.
Once again he entertained an idle thought of fleeing the Order of Nightshade, then he put it aside to focus on what he needed. He clasped his hands before himself and offered Po Ri a smile.
“I am sure I will be able to find my companions once I am near enough. Few things escape a hunting dragon.”
It must have been the right thing to say, as all of Po Ri’s unsure emotions quickly faded and were replaced with resolve, worship, dedication. Nemesis found it to be a soothing mental state in a companion. He reminded himself to inspire it more often. Given how magnificent I am, it shouldn’t be hard to inspire people regularly. 
“While we walk, perhaps you can inform me of how the Order of Nightshade works from your perspective?”
Po Ri beamed with pride and gestured to indicate the direction they needed to travel. While they walked, the man began to fill Nemesis in on the inner workings of the sect.
The first thing he learned was that the people bringing him food were called initiates, not acolytes. They had been allowed into the sect, but had not yet been accepted for instruction. The acolytes were those like Po Ri, who were allowed to learn cultivation and mana techniques from instructors. They made up the rank and file among the order. 
A step above them were the disciples, who were all personal students to one master or another. Those individuals apparently earned special favors and advanced teachings. The masters themselves made up the inner circle of the sect, and from those individuals the strongest rose to be granted the rank of Elder.
Nemesis wasn’t shocked to find out that the position of Patriarch—or Matriarch, in Nightshade’s case—existed because she hadn’t had any interest in leading the sect and dealing with the day-to-day running. All of that, she left with the Elders. When she vanished and they confirmed she had died, the sect had rallied to carry on in her name. 
Po Ri turned to Nemesis and said, “Personally, I do not think the Elders ever believed a child of Nightshade would be found. She took no mates that anyone was aware of, and most of the Faithful thought that the promise to ensure her line inherited dominion over the sect was simply an empty oath to prevent a schism. We are thrilled to have the Patriarch with us.”
Nemesis cocked his head, a smile spreading across his lips. “I look forward to learning more about Nightshade from her most devout followers. Perhaps, once I have reconnected with my companions, you’ll be kind enough to introduce me to those who remain the most devoted to her?”
Once again, he was rewarded with a flush of loyalty and joy from Po Ri. It was all Nemesis could do to keep from chuckling at how easy it was to manipulate these humanoids. They seemed to see only what they wanted to in him, and as long as that worked to his benefit, he had no intention of changing that.
He would use any leverage he could to regain time with his companions and gather the leverage they needed to live their own lives.






  
  Chapter Four


The crafters’ quarter turned out to be a series of towers carved into the side of the cliffs on the lower elevation of the town. The rock face curved into a half-crescent that turned the entire area into an odd, stylized box canyon. Nemesis didn’t mind the high stone walls, but he resented how there was no opportunity for him to take his true form along the curved walk.  
Humans never build anything to an appropriate scale. Sure, these towers are tall, but they’re so skinny I couldn’t even fit my head inside, and I wouldn’t be able to expand my wings between them. Do they think of no species but themselves?
He took a moment to envision how he would have designed the city. Balconies with tunnels burrowing into the cliffs. None of these nonsense roads—it would be a simple matter of flying from one spot to another. Each balcony could be carved to clearly depict what was down the tunnels. It would be easy to spot from the air. Perhaps bright colors. Yes. That would be far more efficient than walking between these walls.
One thing he was thankful for was the fact his sense of smell was dull in his elven form. The high cliffs blocked most of the wind, and while that meant the entire area was sheltered from the weather, it also meant the stench of the humanoids had built up significantly enough for him to notice.
Some of the more decorative stores had formations carved on their faces. He saw air mana flowing through those and noted the air was cleaner in their vicinity. It took walking past several before he realized that the inscriptions were neutralizing whatever odors the craft inside produced. It was seeing a tannery located among the other craft shops that allowed him to make the deduction. 
Nemesis had seen more than enough leatherwork to know how foul a tannery should stink in an enclosed space like this. He assumed the alchemy shops all had a similar inscription, but before he could prove his theory he was hit from the side by a powerful force.
He immediately wrapped his attacker in telekinetic bands and was just about to twist her into bloody chunks before his senses alerted him to the happy squealing. “Nemmy! I’ve missed you! What are you doing here?” Min hung suspended in the air, no sign of being upset that she couldn’t move.
She was draped in a black robe with blue-and-green borders. Nemesis absently adjusted it so no one could see the glories she had hidden within her clothing, then he lowered her into his arms. It was child’s play to lift his own body back into a standing position and receive her. He tightened his arms around her, enjoying his head pressed against her warm bosom while she did her best to smother him.
‘You really shouldn’t just tackle someone, Min, I almost hurt you,’ he scolded, speaking with his mind as he didn’t want to move at all. She was planting kisses on top of his skull, but he tried to ignore that. ‘Your psychic shielding has grown significantly. Are you well?’
He was vaguely aware that Po Ri was staring at the pair of them like he had never seen a human before. Nemesis found that… odd, given the man was one himself. He put that figure out of his mind and focused solely on Min. She was squirming, and finally he allowed her to back up a step so she could bend down and give him a proper kiss.
While she held his face between her palms, she sent a message into his mind: ‘I’m fine. I’ve been working with a master blacksmith. But I don’t see the others much. I see Kaia semi-often because she inscribes a lot of the armors I make, but they’ve got Harper set up in some private master’s shop. She’s not in this area.’
Min finally pulled back from the kiss and tapped a finger to the tip of his nose. “You’ve been hiding away in your cave and I missed you! You can’t blame me for being a bit excited.” 
Nemesis made a show of huffing his breath. He slipped an arm around Min and turned so the pair of them were facing Po Ri. “Min, this is my guide, Po Ri. Po Ri, this is Min, one of my harem. Treat her as you would me and we will continue to get along well.”
“Nemmy!” Min scolded. She rolled her eyes, then held out a hand for the confused guide to shake. “Nice to meet you. You’re giving Nemesis a tour around the town? I would love to join you—I am sure no one will object to me spending some time with the Patriarch.”
Nemesis could only conclude that Min felt like she was being watched, as she’d put far more emphasis on his title than he would have expected. She radiated happiness now that they were touching, but he could tell she was keeping her mental realm tightly closed. 
Po Ri blinked several times, then clasped his hands on either side of Min’s and offered her a low bow. “I am humbled, and shall gladly show you around. The Patriarch expressed a desire to see the alchemy shops. Shall we continue?”
“Let’s,” Min said. She accepted the bow, and at first Nemesis was confused. Then he remembered that she had been raised among the nobility, so having people show her respect was likely familiar territory for her.
Besides, as my lover, she is due far more accolades than this sect is likely giving her. I will have to make a point of praising the example Po Ri is setting. He offered the man a nod, then raised his free hand to pat him on the shoulder, stifling the mild annoyance he felt at the realization that Po Ri was a few inches taller than he was. 
He hadn’t noticed because the man’s robe fit him near perfectly.
Po Ri once more began to lead Nemesis through the quarter’s streets. The dragon found himself contemplating that the word “tour” might be a generous phrase. As near as he could tell, the entire area was a single street that followed the curvature of the cliff. Most of what Po Ri was doing amounted to pointing at buildings and giving Nemesis a vague idea of what was made in each.
He focused his attention on Min, resuming their telepathic conversation from a few minutes earlier. ‘Aside from keeping you apart from the others, are you being treated well?’
Min walked gracefully at his side, far more poised than he was used to seeing. She kept one hand on his forearm, so his side hug would remain in place. ‘Well enough. They have given us each some cultivation techniques to help with what they perceive as weaknesses in our foundation. Our growth is slower than it was… far slower. Kaia has it the best. They stopped trying to separate her from Talia when it became clear they couldn’t force her to hunt the lava beasts.’
Nemesis had to clench his jaw to contain his urge to growl. He drew air in slowly through his nose, then released it from his lips. Begrudgingly, he acknowledged Harper’s wisdom in teaching him that trick. ‘I am glad to know they haven’t been able to keep everyone isolated. But more and more, I hate this place. They seek to keep me as a pet, and they are hampering your growth. It goes against every philosophy they claim to follow.’
‘Such are the ways of the powerful,’ Min projected. ‘They compromise their values to ensure they can continue to claim the highest positions. But there are flaws in their plans.’ 
Nemesis cocked his head, and while he pretended to be focused on Po Ri explaining how the leatherworks in front of them made strong ice-infused armor out of woven mammoth fur and hides, his attention was completely focused on Min. ‘Oh?’
‘For one, the formation master training Kaia has given her access to the lowest tier of the library to improve her scripts, but that has also let her pick up some new fire techniques. She’s passing those over to Talia on the sly, so Talia is growing in both knowledge and strength.’
Nemesis was glad to hear of that. ‘Anything else?’ he asked. He did his best to stifle his impatience, but he craved to shatter the leadership of this sect until they understood the mistake they were making by holding him under their control. 
‘Yes. They set each of us under a different Elder. We think it’s because the individual Elders are attempting to determine who might be worth recruiting as a resource. While it makes it harder to communicate, it does allow us to get a wider view of their goals. They’re not a unified front.’
Nemesis grunted, which caused Po Ri to look back at him. “Sorry, I was just considering that I would benefit from some new robes. Is one of these shops nearby a seamstress?”
Po Ri flashed a wide smile and inclined his head. The swordsman motioned down the street. “That one, marked with the scissors. They produce beautiful robes enhanced with the silk of spiders that live within the mountain. I am sure they would be honored to serve the Patriarch.”
Nemesis noted a few people pause and glance around at the mention of his title. Fortunately, none of them seemed to connect Po Ri’s statement to himself. Min squeezed his arm and his hand flexed on her hip to acknowledge the unspoken warning. 
“Wonderful, then let us go there. You have been very helpful and it would be only right to return your robes to you.”
It took effort to pay attention to the man in that moment, but Po Ri beamed in response and Nemesis withheld the urge to roll his eyes. He didn’t dislike the human—he was simply annoyed at having to take his attention off Min. He had missed her. 
‘Very diplomatic, Nemmy,’ she teased. He telekinetically pinched one of her ass cheeks and she let out a quiet giggle. ‘I’m serious. You’re making him happy. You’ll need people like him if you want to undermine the Elders.’
Nemesis almost turned to regard her, but at the last minute he realized he couldn’t afford to look like they were having a secret conversation. Instead, he kept his crimson eyes locked on the shop they were approaching. ‘What makes you think I want to undermine them?’ he asked.
She let out a snort, and then waved a hand in a circle as though motioning to one of the storefronts. “I do wish they had more of these air-purification formations. The air gets stuffy down here,” she murmured, covering for her slip. ‘Because I understand you well enough to know you’re not going to let someone turn you into a helpless figurehead. Or am I wrong?’
‘No, you’re absolutely right. I’m going to break them… somehow. One of them is a spirit beast, and I think that one might be concealing their true power. I can’t tell for sure, but every so often I sense a spiritual pressure on the mountain that dwarfs mine considerably.’
‘Are you sure it isn’t Persephone?’
It was a good question, and one Nemesis had to consider for a moment. He almost stopped in the middle of the street, but Min kept him going with a bump of her hip. They’d reached the door of the shop, which Po Ri was holding open for them. Nemesis let go of his lover so he could go in first, and once inside he instinctively began scanning for threats to her. 
What he found was a room with numerous robes draped around mannequins modeled after various races. There was a wizened old man resting in a soft chair, a steaming cup of tea on a table near his left hand. A young woman was moving around the store and ensuring that the drape of each robe was perfect to display their patterning.
The old man had a significant spiritual pressure, though it was muted in some odd manner. Nemesis watched the mana circulate around him, and after a second he realized that the old man’s cultivation seemed to have been broken in some manner. That in mind, he dismissed the elderly shopkeeper as a threat.
While he stood blocking the door, Min poked him in the spine to get him moving again. “Nemmy, get out of the way,” she said with an exasperated tone. He glanced over his shoulder at him and found her standing with her hands on her hips, pretending to glare.
He could tell she was pretending, because she was still pushing a stream of warm emotions into his mind. He offered her a slight smile and stepped to the side so she and Po Ri could enter the store.
“The Gracewind family produces some of the finest robes in the sect,” Po Ri announced. He waved his hand to indicate the girl and the old man, and Nemesis felt safe in assuming that they were the Gracewinds. The young woman, a half-elf, put her hands together and inclined her head at him.
“Greetings, how may we assist you?” she asked in a soft voice. She kept her face down while she spoke, which Nemesis found annoying. He had thought he’d spotted an oddity in her facial structure, but she moved too quickly for him to confirm it.
“I need a robe, preferably one that can become a bracelet or something that can fit on my true form—stop staring at the floor, girl,” he grumbled. She looked up, startled, and he was able to confirm his suspicions. The girl had some kind of beast bloodline. Like Min, she now had the eyes of a spirit beast, though he couldn’t quite recognize the source of the horizontal pupils.
Min stepped to his side and stomped on his foot in what he assumed was meant to be a subtle chastisement. Po Ri saw it, however, and the man goggled at them in shock. The shop girl simply stared in confusion, but a moment later the older Gracewind let out a snore that caused her to jump.
“What… do you change into? Advanced enchantments woven into garments significantly increase the price, and without knowing how large you get, I can’t guarantee the fit,” she whispered, once more speaking quietly.
“Apologies, Kim, I failed to properly introduce you,” Po Ri spoke up, “This is the Patriarch. He is seeking new robes for this form. I brought him here because your shop produces the best robes I’ve ever worn.” Po Ri offered her a slight bow. In that moment, Nemesis saw several things clearly.
One, Po Ri had some sort of amorous desire for the girl at the shop—he fairly pulsed with love and the urge to protect her. Two, he had brought Nemesis to her store to impress her. Three, Po Ri had indeed impressed her, and she…
…fainted.






  
  Chapter Five


Nemesis wasn’t sure how the girl would manage to make clothing for him, given her crumpled state on the floor. Po Ri and Min rushed to her side, so he took a moment to begin studying the robes closest to him.  
What was it Harper said about matching colors to my skin? Oh, that’s right. Jewel or earth tones… well, obviously I’ll go with jewel tones. Why would I want to wear clothing reminiscent of mud? Something that matches my eyes… yes, that would be nice.
Nemesis moved to a stand that held a robe of a shimmering purple. The color ran so deep he thought he could see hints of black and blue within its depths. Yet upon turning his head, he saw the color seemed to shift to hint at red instead. Fascinating. I must get something like this. If my majesty is enough to cause the seamstress to faint now, well, it will be far more impressive when I am clothed as befitting my station.
Nemesis glanced over at the huddled group and saw that Min was using some wood technique to help the girl regain consciousness. He wasn’t sure why she didn’t simply splash the seamstress with cold water; that would likely be far more effective. 
“Is she awake?” he asked. 
Min looked up and he swore he felt a faint disapproval radiating off of her in that moment, though he wasn’t sure why. He hadn’t done anything to the young woman. Po Ri, however… Nemesis was more than willing to admit the tour guide had chosen a poor time to surprise her. Obviously, given how meek she was, the guide should have warned the girl ahead of time. 
“You could help, Nemmy,” Min pointed out. Nemesis stared at her in confusion, then placed a hand against his chest.
“I am helping,” he protested.
Min’s face screamed skepticism, which matched her tone. “How—exactly—are you helping?” 
“I’m staying out of your way while you deal with fragile human problems.”
Min’s mouth closed with a faint clop, then she turned her attention back to the unconscious woman. “Fair point,” she muttered.
Nemesis nodded, and a moment later went back to examining the robe. There was another done in a fascinating emerald color, though he ultimately rejected it, worried it would clash with the beauty of his eyes. Though perhaps… Talia would look good in this robe. She is very gold, even in human form. There are hints of gold and silver in this fabric. It might emphasize her coloring in a nice way. Maybe I should ask Min?
A quick check showed Min was still fussing with Kim; Nemesis bit off a snort of annoyance. They’re so fragile. Just having my presence announced was enough to undo their minds. How do they get anything accomplished? If I let Po Ri lead me to any more shops, I must remember to insist on sturdier craftsmen. It will take forever to properly outfit me if this reaction is common.
It hadn’t occurred to Nemesis that he might be too majestic for the people of the sect to handle. In hindsight, he should have realized it might be a problem. If I am going to make use of these sect members, then I will need to take into account that they are not hardened members of the military, nor trained riders from the Scaleguard. I have no idea what an average sect initiate experiences, and I must rectify that ignorance if I am to properly make plans.
Lost in his thoughts, Nemesis wandered through the store—only to stop dead when a wrinkled hand clasped around his wrist. The old man in the chair had reached out and taken hold of his arm. “Sugar, for my tea,” the old man rasped. His milky eyes were turned on Nemesis, and the dragon found himself wondering if the human was on the verge of expiration. 
He was fairly certain Min would have several unhappy things to say to him if he let the old man die. Harper’s commentary would likely be worse. That was all the motivation he needed to send his mind sweeping over the shop in search of the man’s sugar. The back room was divided into several segments, one of which served as a small kitchen.
Nemesis quickly identified two bowls that might work. One was honey from a spirit bee of some kind. The other held sugar cubes of a more mundane variety. Wrapping them both in his telekinesis, Nemesis floated the dishes and a pair of spoons out from the back, then set them down upon the small table to the man’s left.
Nostrils flaring, the old man turned his head and moved his left hand to touch the honey. He blindly fished for the spoon, so Nemesis sent it drifting into his palm. Fascinated, Nemesis watched while the sightless figure carefully added two spoonfuls of honey and three sugar cubes to his tea. 
The teacup fairly thrummed with power by the time the man lifted it to his lips. He held the thin porcelain cradled between his palms and sipped slowly. Then, without looking at Nemesis, the man said, “It has been some time since a dragon has come to purchase a Gracewind robe.”
Nemesis waited, expecting more, yet the man simply drank his tea with agonizing slowness. “Well, hard to do that when your representative is unconscious,” the dragon pointed out. He resisted the temptation to indicate Kim, though from her mental aura he suspected she’d wake up in a moment.
“Kim’s father was descended from a spirit beast, a goat. They are prone to fainting when surprised. She’ll be fine. Once she is awake, I am sure she’ll be able to drape you in fabrics which match you well. It is a Gracewind specialty,” the old man murmured over the rim of his teacup. 
How can he still be drinking his tea? How long does it take? Shouldn’t he have finished the cup by now?
Nemesis throttled back his irritation and allowed himself to roll his eyes. “I am sure. What is your name?”
“Obidiah, Obidiah Gracewind,” he said. Setting down his cup, he smiled at Nemesis, revealing that he was missing a significant number of his teeth. For some reason, the proof of human mortality was… disturbing to the dragon. Nemesis almost backed up a step before he remembered himself. 
“I am—” Nemesis began to say before the old man cut him off.
“The Patriarch, yes, I heard young Po Ri announce it in his bid to impress my granddaughter. The well-meaning young fool should just get around to asking her to court. She’s been waiting three years.”
Nemesis found his mood swinging from disturbed to impressed in the face of Obidiah’s blunt honesty. “Three years does seem an excessive period to simply make interest known. Boldness serves better, in my experience.”
“Do you have a lot of experience in matters of the heart?” Obidiah asked. Nemesis could feel amusement radiating off the old cultivator, and while he was tempted to skim the man’s thoughts and find out why, he decided against it. The man’s core was clearly broken somehow, yet there were still echoes of strength within that deserved respect. 
“I do,” Nemesis said. Reaching up, the dragon idly brushed some of his long hair back over his shoulder. “Though I haven’t seen some of my lovers in some time. It upsets me. I must learn more about the politics of this sect if I am to ensure they don’t interfere with our reunion.”
“Bah. Politics.”
Obidiah actually spit on the floor. Nemesis had seen humans make that gesture, but this was the first time he’d actually seen a gobbet of spit accompany the noise. He wondered if the spittle was thicker because the man lacked his front teeth.
“I have been informed I cannot simply eat those who disagree with me,” the dragon muttered. His conversation partner let out a cackle that drew the attention of Po Ri and Min. The pair stared in confusion, then went back to helping Kim back to her feet. The shaky girl was swaying, but almost standing. 
Obidiah’s laughter took something out of him; a moment later he coughed several times, a hand rising to cover his mouth. Nemesis spotted scarlet flecks beginning to coat his palm, then smelled a hint of blood. Eventually, the coughing subsided to a wheeze, though by then the man’s strength seemed greatly reduced.
Frowning, Nemesis sent his mind back into the kitchen and found several packages of tea leaves carefully bundled in silk bags. The satchels each had mana signatures similar to the steeped tea, so Nemesis brought one and a kettle of water out. After floating the water to him, he caught the iron kettle between his palms. 
It took little effort to use his mind to agitate the water until it was boiling, then he poured it by hand into the teacup. Dropping the tea satchel into the water, Nemesis let it steep. While he got it ready, Obidiah simply focused on keeping his breathing steady. Nemesis disliked the fact he could hear a strange rattling coming from the old man’s chest, and once more found himself wondering if Obidiah was going to die before his eyes.
Except this time, the dragon found the idea distasteful. 
Kim braved his presence to ensure the tea was being made properly, and that caused his opinion of her to rise. She clasped her hands before her face and bowed to the point her forehead touched the floor.
“Thank you, Patriarch, for tending to my grandfather. This tea is the only thing that soothes his lungs. I am sorry for my reaction to your presence. Please accept any robes you require without charge. We are honored to serve the sect.”
How she managed to say all of that clearly with her head on the floor, Nemesis had no idea. He was just opening his mouth to gladly accept ownership over the entire store stock when Min whispered in his head.
‘Don’t you dare. They’re being courteous, but you are not allowed to rob them blind.’ 
‘That’s not fair! She’s offering it to me. Why shouldn’t I accept their generosity?’ he protested silently. 
Feeling someone snort in his mind was an odd sensation, but it matched the sarcasm in Min’s reply when she said, ‘Because, oh great one, if you take all of their robes they won’t be able to buy the medicine that keeps the old one alive… and I think you like him. Don’t you?’
Nemesis paused. 
‘He is refreshingly honest, and I enjoy that. But he is also feeble, and that bothers me. I… don’t know how I feel about him.’
Min came up to stand behind him and wrapped her arms around his torso. Her breasts pressed against the back of his head, then she planted a kiss on the top of his head, momentarily increasing the pressure of her body against his. ‘Oh, hon. Even with cultivation… there’s only so long humans last. He’s hurt somehow. My guess is his core broke while he was developing his soul. Not badly enough to kill him, but enough to end his journey toward divinity.’
That matched what Nemesis had sensed. He bit back a sigh, then used a telekinetic tug to pull Kim upright once more. “Your kindness is cherished. We shall pay for what we take. I have already seen several robes of masterful quality. The green one would look good on Talia, my gold dragon mate. Can you make arrangements for that?”
Kim’s eyes widened, perhaps in shock at the thought of supplying a second dragon. That didn’t stop her from nodding. “Of course, Patriarch.”
Min’s approval was a warmth against his back, though Nemesis did his best to avoid preening as it washed over him. “I find myself enjoying the purple robe, but I do think at least a few robes in black, trimmed to match my eyes, would be good. Also, if there are traditional robes worn by the sect Elders, I should have at least one or two sets made in that style as well.”
Kim’s eyes got wider and wider while Nemesis spoke, and the dragon found himself worrying that she might lose consciousness again. He hoped not—he still had other places he wished to go. Min, perhaps fearing the same, stepped around him and rubbed the small of the girl’s back. 
“Don’t worry. Like the Patriarch said, we’re going to pay for all of this, and everyone will know how well you’ve helped him.”
That roused Obidiah and he let out a softer laugh. “Let those Elders stew on that. The uppity bastards have forgotten what having a dragon at the sect means. Once this boy here discovers the kind of pull he has… oh it’s going to be a good time to be alive. Oh yes.”
The old man’s muted laughter faded behind slurping as he reclaimed his teacup and began to calm his throat. Nemesis stared at him for a moment, then glanced over at Min. His golden-haired lover had the look of someone who had bitten into something sour, yet Nemesis was feeling the opposite.
He looked back at Obidiah and felt his lips spreading into a toothy grin. Perhaps I need to spend more time with old humans. This man speaks sense. On a whim, Nemesis made the decision he would send Harper around to see Obidiah. Perhaps there was something her alchemy could do to ease his pain… or even begin to mend his cracked core. 
Kim seemed a bit flustered, but she did pull out a ribbon and begin taking his measurements. The girl marked down her notes on a tiny pad of paper glued to a slim wooden plank. Nemesis marveled at how convenient that was for recording small things. When she finished with those measurements, she tore off the top sheet of paper and put it on a thin metal spike that emerged from her counter.
After she’d concluded with him, she repeated the process on Min. 
I wonder if Talia would enjoy meeting this girl. I know she dabbles in making her own robes to replace the ones that Kaia keeps tearing. Would she like to learn the methods of advanced tailoring? Hmm, perhaps I have been negligent in disregarding crafting. I have seen Harper deepen her cultivation when she grasps something in her alchemy. Am I missing a path to power?
Nemesis was so caught up in his thoughts on cultivation through creation that Min had to jostle him to get him to focus once more on the Gracewinds. He confirmed his orders for the robes, then he turned his attention back to Po Ri for the first time in almost an hour. He had just opened his mouth to order the guide to take them to the next shop when Kim bowed to him again.
“Please, Patriarch, before you go. Accept this robe to wear. It will not transform with you, but it will protect you from several forms of spiritual attack. I want you to have it in… in thanks for your kindness to my grandfather.”
Nemesis flicked his eyes over at Min, and when she gave him a nod of approval, he offered Kim a smile.
“Gladly. Your Patriarch thanks you.”
It took some time for the woman to alter the robes so that it would fit him, so Nemesis spent that time chatting with Obidiah. He learned that the man had been in line to become an Elder, though his core had failed him when he’d attempted to manifest his inner spirit. The lack of his manifest soul didn’t reduce his wisdom, but it greatly diminished his power. Obidiah seemed to be at peace with the fact he wouldn’t live long enough to manage his core restoration. He was simply too old. 
The conversation left Nemesis feeling unsettled, though he admired how pragmatic the man was about his fate. It was almost a relief when Kim returned with the tailored robe several minutes later. She bowed repeatedly while handing it over. Nemesis found himself resisting the urge to dodge her constantly ducking head.
He had no idea why Min rolled her eyes when he stripped and changed into the amethyst robes, nor why Kim turned bright red and Po Ri looked ready to swallow his tongue… and to be honest, he didn’t care. 
His new clothing looked amazing on him.






  
  Chapter Six


Min struggled not to laugh the entire time they walked toward the formation inscriber. Given she was holding Nemesis’ hand, it wasn’t hard for the dragon to poke her thoughts.  ‘What are you so amused by?’ 
She looked at him from the corner of her eye and took a deep breath to get her giggles under control. ‘Po Ri was not prepared for you to strip in front of the girl he’s into. The minute you walked out the door, he ducked back in. I strongly suspect he finally found something that motivated him to make a move on her. If I was reading their dynamic right, they’ve been dancing around it for a while.’
‘That matches what the old man said. He claimed Po Ri has been hesitating for years.’
‘Oh, well damn. It’s worse than I thought. Yeah, I think her reaction to seeing you naked was definitely what convinced him to stop waiting.’
Nemesis frowned. Aside from growing red in the face, he didn’t remember Kim having a particularly intense reaction. Had he missed some detail of human emotion? The girl had looked down several times, but she seemed to struggle to keep her eyes above floor height in general.
‘She was checking out your cock, Nemmy. She was being subtle about it, but not all those blushes were embarrassment.’
Nemesis blinked, then shrugged without concern. ‘It is natural for her to be overwhelmed by me. I cannot blame her. I have no interest in the woman. Given her reaction to meeting me, I can only assume the act of sex would cause her heart to stop altogether.’
Min’s explosive laughter seemed to render her unable to speak telepathically for a few moments. Nemesis’ repeated demands to know what she found so funny went unanswered, and eventually he gave up asking. The dragon grumbled to himself over how prone to odd thoughts humans were, then put the whole situation out of his head.
With a subtle nudge to Po Ri, Nemesis was able to ensure that they were headed toward the craftsman who had been teaching Kaia how to improve her formations. He knew that Talia would probably not be there, yet he hoped to be able to see the redhead once more. His reunion with Min had already shown him how badly he was missing his lovers, and he wasn’t sure he’d be able to return to his isolation from them for an extended period of time.
Setting it up as public knowledge that they’re the chosen mates of the Patriarch should make it harder for the Elders to keep us separate. Humanoids love to gossip, and there is no way word won’t begin to spread. My transformation was done in full view of the sect. We might not be drawing too much attention at the moment, but we aren’t trying to hide who I am. At least, not anymore.
Nemesis had come to the decision to abandon all attempts at hiding his identity once he saw the way the casual sect members looked at him on his exit from the clothing store. The amethyst robes were just as resplendent as he had imagined, and the attention felt good. 
He hadn’t made any effort to swear the Gracewinds to secrecy, and he didn’t think Obidiah would have listened anyway. The old man struck Nemesis as the type to speak his mind no matter what the consequences. Nemesis rather liked that about him. 
The formation workshops were farther down the curved canyon than the seamstress’ shop had been. The cliff walls rose higher, and as a result the carved tower-homes were larger. More inscriptions meant to keep the air fresh and clean were present, and Nemesis saw those scripts were connected to vertical gardens—improving the climate for each small terrace of growing things. At first he thought those small plots were growing alchemical herbs, yet when he stopped to inspect one, he found that most of them held fruiting plants. 
The variety of berry bushes surprised him, though he noted only a few of them seemed to be cultivating mana. When he inquired, Po Ri explained that most spirit plants were nurtured on the slopes of the mountain outside of the sect. Large-scale formations allowed the gardeners to develop a mana flow which nurtured all of the plants, though the man couldn’t explain how.
Nemesis, not one to worry too much about the food of his food, simply shrugged. He did telekinetically liberate a few of the berries to feed to Min while they walked. She enjoyed the tart flavor, and he enjoyed tasting it off her lips. 
Po Ri paused before they reached the largest tower along their path. He pointed to it, cleared his throat, then looked at Nemesis with a nervous glint in his eyes. “This tower is the personal workshop of Elder Smoke. Smoke is responsible for maintaining all of the sect’s most vital formations. His disciplines are some of the more powerful members of the inner circle. The shop is run by Disciple Skye. I believe that your… Miss Kaia is training under that disciple.”
Nemesis found himself amused that Po Ri couldn’t seem to settle on what to call his lovers. He understood that since they were initiates, his lovers did not possess a high rank within the sect. Except they were also the lovers of the Patriarch, which gave them some kind of inherent status that moved them outside the normal order of things. 
Each was also being instructed by a master or disciple dedicated to a specific Elder. 
The politics of it was exhausting. It was also nothing he wanted to spend his time thinking about, which was why he motioned for Po Ri to resume walking. “I am sure that this Skye person will let me spend some time with Kaia. It would be rude not to.”
“Actually,” Min spoke up, “Kaia might be busy working. Craftsmen can’t always stop a project they’re in the middle of, but I don’t think we have anywhere to be that precludes us from waiting, right Nemmy?” When he nodded his agreement, she continued, “See? It’ll be fine. If you have things to do, Po Ri, you can of course go back to your own tasks. We’re very appreciative of all the help you’ve offered us already.”
Po Ri was practically glowing with anxiety, though Nemesis found it was giving him a headache. He cleared his throat, then reached out and put his hand upon the swordsman’s shoulder. “Patriarch’s blessing on you and the Gracewind girl having many children. When I need you, I will send someone to fetch you for me.”
Relief spread across Po Ri’s face and the man bowed until his head nearly touched the stones. Nemesis noticed the way the acolyte’s hand shifted the sword at his side so the weapon remained clear, even while he was bent double. He wasn’t sure what he thought of Po Ri, but the man certainly seemed to have the instincts of a warrior.
Pity he also seems to have the spirit of a mouse… or perhaps a wolf. Something small and harmless. Ah well.
Turning his attention back to Min, Nemesis started them walking toward the workshop once more. Po Ri was already fading from his mind, a small footnote on his path to gaining dominion over this sect. The black dragon had no intention of allowing others to dictate his future, which meant he would do whatever he had to in removing the Elders. 
First, he needed to make it clear he wasn’t going to tolerate being without his lovers, and if that meant burning down Elder Smoke’s tower… well, Nemesis was fine with that. 
Min poked him in the side about the time he found himself chuckling. He glanced at her and saw her roll her eyes at him. Then she leaned against him and planted a soft kiss on the side of his head. Nemesis found his smile changing, almost against his will, to a far-less-predatory one. 
I hope I’m not going soft.
Fortunately, the short walk didn’t give him time to brood on that idea. Min firmly stepped ahead of him, and then went in through the door. The move made Nemesis bristle, mostly out of concern for her, but at the same time, he didn’t sense anything that might be a threat to them. He found his inability to expand his telepathic senses irritating, but he was sure he’d detect any true sources of hostility before they could strike.
When he passed through the threshold behind Min, he found his vision blurring at the volume of mana moving through the chamber. Formations were inscribed over every surface large enough to hold the patterns, and the latent mana they contained glowed in a truly nauseating fashion. Nemesis was forced to close his eyes and actively work to suppress his natural vision for a moment before he could reopen them.
When he did, he found the main room to be a wide, circular chamber with a number of columns rising to a high ceiling. Inscriptions formed designs along the floor, up the columns, and along the countertops. Those counters formed a half wall across the room that terminated at waist height. The displays appeared to be either glass or a crystal carved into amazingly flat panels. 
Inside the clear boxes were shelves that held a number of charms, scrolls, talismans, and a few items he couldn’t readily identify. All of it gave off a depth of mana that he could feel, even while actively keeping himself blind to the energy flows.
Min had already made it halfway across the room, so Nemesis forced himself to move with a smooth dignity to catch up with her. Her legs being longer than his made that harder, so he gave himself a slight telekinetic push that saw him glide over the ground until he reached her side. 
“Did you just float to catch me?” Min asked. He appreciated that she was keeping her voice down. He cleared his throat and shook his head.
“No. I merely lifted myself a little so I could walk beside you. It’s not my fault you’re such an unreasonable height,” he grumbled. 
“How is that not floating?”
“I was still moving my legs.”
She giggled, then abruptly changed the subject and said, “Do you want me to handle arranging to see Kaia, or do you think you can do it without losing your temper? The disciple might try to put you off if they think it will make their master happy. This situation is going to be… delicate.”
Nemesis gave it a moment’s though, then shook his head. “No. Diplomacy might feel futile, given how small humans are, but it is a skill I would benefit from developing. Some of you are worthy of respect, and I will be less prone to error if I make that my stance to start with.”
Min’s face went through an interesting series of emotions over the next several seconds, but she’d smoothed it back down into a neutral mask by the time they reached the initiate behind the desk. Nemesis took a moment to study the woman waiting for them, then cautiously pushed her from initiate to acolyte in his evaluation. Something about the cut of her robes made him think she had been fully accepted into the sect. 
I am sure I’ll grasp this ranking system at some point, even if it feels pointless. Now, to disarm her with my diplomacy. 
Nemesis offered a smile that made the woman lean back slightly. Her mood shifted to mild anxiety, though the dragon wasn’t sure why. Just to make it clear she had his undivided focus, he stopped blinking and stared directly into her eyes.
“I have come to see Kaia. You may tell whomever needs to know that Patriarch Nemesis is here. This is Min, my lover and second rider. Please let Kaia know we are both here.”
The woman, who seemed oddly petite to Nemesis, opened her mouth, closed it, then tried again. Finally, after what seemed like nearly a minute, she inclined her head. “I will tell Elder Smoke you are here.”
It was when she stepped to the side and was suddenly much shorter that Nemesis realized he had been speaking to a woman of gnomish descent. When he stretched his mental sense cautiously over the counter, he found she had been standing on a stool to let her look like she was average human height. Now that she was on the floor, he could tell she was barely four feet tall.
Why does that please me?
Nemesis pondered that while the woman left the room and went through a door toward the back. He could tell she was going deeper into the cliff, yet the formations around the door frame blocked all of his perception. It was a novel experience for him. 
He turned in a circle to look over the room once more, noting that there were a few other acolytes. None of them seemed to be hurrying over to wait on him, so he dismissed them and instead focused on Min.
“How did I do?” he asked. He kept his voice down, though the chamber didn’t echo the way he might have expected it to.
“You did… okay. Maybe next time don’t glare at her face the entire time?”
Nemesis frowned. “I wasn’t glaring! I was showing her the respect of eye contact, treating her as an equal. That way she knew that she was worthy of my undivided attention. Why would that bother her?”
Min covered her mouth for a second, but when she lowered her hand, she was giving him one of those odd looks that said he’d done something she approved of, yet still found funny. “Well, remember that people aren’t dragons. And while I find your eyes beautiful, for a person with a weaker cultivation they can be rather… intense. Maybe blink every so often?”
Nemesis reached up a hand and stroked his fingers along his chin, his eyes half closing while he gave thought to what she was saying. So, really… I did nothing wrong. It’s simply the fact that these acolytes are not powerful enough to withstand my presence properly. I shall have to keep that weakness in mind.
The sound of hard shoes on the floor caught his attention. Nemesis turned his head in time to see a new figure striding into the doorway the attendant had gone through… it just wasn’t the person he had been expecting. 






  
  Chapter Seven


“Why are you naked?” Nemesis asked, completely disregarding everything he had learned about humanoid manners. He glanced at Min and saw that his lover appeared equally confused. Min’s mouth snapped shut the moment she realized he was looking at her. 
Naked wasn’t quite the right term, though Nemesis couldn’t think of a better one. The man wore shoes with hard metal soles, though the sides were very low around his ankles. He also had some kind of bizarre harness crisscrossing over his chest, and that came down to form some kind of cup to protect his genitals. The entire… garment… was done in red leather set with tiny steel spikes across its surface.
It might have been the least attractive outfit the dragon had ever seen.
Given the curly, gray body-hair that covered the man, he might not have considered himself naked. Nemesis found himself wanting to look away, but there was a disturbing gravity that seemed to keep drawing his eyes to new, unsettling details. Like the fact the silver-haired man’s mustache grew down to hang exactly even with his nipples, or the odd tattoo depicting a trio of snakes coiling into a braid around his belly button.
“It’s my tower, why should I wear something restrictive just to make others happy?” the man said with a snort of contempt. He rested his hands on his hips while meeting Nemesis’ eyes without fear.
Everything about this moment is annoying, Nemesis decided while he sought to formulate a response to the bizarrely dressed man. How is anything he is wearing even remotely in the realm of comfortable? Unless… is he gelded?
Cocking his head, Nemesis almost asked that very question, then thought better of it at the last minute. Instead, he returned the man’s stare and raised one eyebrow slightly. “I suppose you are free to wear what you want within your own territory. But if you’re dressing like this around my mate with the wrong intentions… the sect will require a new Elder.”
The man blinked, visibly shocked. Nemesis straightened up and offered him a smile that revealed his teeth. “I’m here to see Kaia, rider of my mate Talia, thus mate to me. I have been told she’s under instruction with your disciple. Beyond that, I have no interest in interfering with your domestic… situation.”
Master Smoke stared at Nemesis for several long moments. The silence dragged on, and after a moment the dragon realized the various other figures in the wide chamber were shifting in discomfort. Min, standing against his side, had started to project tension until he started rubbing a hand against her hip. After that she calmed and straightened, appearing more composed.
Because the Elder was still standing in the inscribed doorway, Nemesis couldn’t tell if his inability to sense the feelings of the other workers was the formations, or something Smoke was doing. 
Smoke raised a hand and stroked his fingers down the length of one mustache, then let out a grunt. “Very well, I suppose that is a fair concern.”
The man snapped his fingers and Nemesis heard footsteps scrambling. An initiate wearing a very similar harness—though looking far more attractive in it—threw a robe on over Smoke’s shoulders. The purple-haired woman vanished back out of sight with the click-clack of heels. 
Nemesis found himself in the strange position of intense curiosity that was equally opposed by a furious desire to not to know what was going on through that doorway. What horrified Nemesis was the fact that the doorway appeared to be the only exit from the main chamber. 
Does he make all of his students troop through an orgy chamber to begin their trainings? 
The knowledge that Kaia was somewhere through there had him steeling his resolve to deal with whatever perversions the human was getting up to. It also had him stretching his mental muscles in preparation of reducing Smoke to paste, should he discover the man had crossed any lines toward Kaia. 
The Elder, meanwhile, had slipped his arms through the sleeves of his new robes and belted it closed over himself. He stared at the dragon and min without much effort to hide his evaluation. Then he waved for Nemesis to approach.
“Come along, I’ll take you to my workshops.”
Min spoke softly into his mind, ‘Nemesis, are you going to be okay in there if they’re doing anything weird around Kaia?’
Nemesis could feel her emotions well enough, and he could tell she her own mood was unsettled. Her particular blend of unease, distaste, and annoyance was far, far mellower than his own. Still, it was a valid question.
‘I mean what I said. If any of them are trying anything with Kaia I am going to kill everyone in this building.’
For some reason his response caused Min to feel better, and worse, about their journey through the doorway. Nemesis didn’t try to interpret the emotions; he was busy taking in everything that was revealed to his mental senses from the moment they had crossed through the cloaking formations.
This tower was carved very deep into the cliff. He sensed that it also rose quite high, at least ten floors. That was assuming the structure didn’t start getting taller while moving deeper into the rock. Mana was moving around them, but the level of inscriptions forced him to keep his sight closed. It was the fact that he could sense at least a hundred distinct mental signatures which made him realize how vast Smoke’s domain was.
That, and whatever formation they used to block his telepathy was weaker in here. Not weak enough for him to openly skim their thoughts, but enough that he could make out the general flavor of their minds. It was what allowed him to form his rough estimate of the tower’s population.
It was also what made it apparently Elder Smoke did not want him here. The man was fuming beneath his indifferent expression. If Nemesis had been forced to guess through body language alone, he’d have assumed that Smoke felt inconvenienced, but otherwise unbothered.
His emotions told an entirely different story. Smoke was a ball of annoyance, frustration, distrust, paranoia, and a few other emotions that shifted too fast for Nemesis to track. The dragon was actually impressed by how none of it was revealed in the man’s walk. If he had been that angry, the walls around them would have started to crack. 
Is he this upset because I made him put on a robe… or is it because I have power he can’t control? Perhaps he did have intentions toward Kaia and I’ve spoiled them? Though I suppose speculation is useless. This is why I hate politics. It’s all smoke, mirrors, and assumptions. Everyone is lying. Everyone is trying to manipulate the situation. The weak are strong, the strong are weak, and the dishonest are the most motivated to be your friend, except you can’t trust the ones who seem to be your enemy either, because they’ll fake everything to push you to do something they want. It is enough to drive a dragon insane.
Their courses on court positions and dealing with nobles and diplomats while training with the Scaleguard had included a lot of convoluted teachings on how to spot deceptions. Nemesis had ignored most of them. With his ability to sense the emotions of everyone around him, he hadn’t felt like he’d benefit much from mastering misleading gestures. Yet now he found himself in a position where he’d have benefited from that exact knowledge.
If Glaive hadn’t been dead, Nemesis would have expected to see the man smirking at him, content in the knowledge he was right, as always. Persephone had ensured that was impossible.
Huh… I suppose I won’t ever have to see that smug expression again. 
That thought cheered the dragon up considerably. 
‘What are you thinking about?’ Min asked, her mind probing to try and find the source of his amusement. She wasn’t pushing too hard, though, and Nemesis had to resist the temptation to broadcast the memory into her mind.
‘Oh, just the look of surprise on Glaive’s face when Persephone punched her hand through his chest. He just… his eyes got all bulgy. Like he had no idea what happened!’
‘Nemmy! That’s terrible. Doing that hurt Persephone. She’s still in seclusion trying to cope with it. Why would you even be considering that?’
The reminder sobered him… and also caused him to consider something. ‘Is she though? Or is this another case where the Elders are keeping us separated so we’re easier to manipulate? She’s an A-rank dragon that chose to kill her rider for me. I can’t imagine they want us free to pool our resources. Together, Persephone and I could sweep the sect leadership aside without much issue.’
‘She’s not in a good place, Nemmy. Their potions have her hibernating most of the time. They’ve set formations up around her cavern to keep her mana from leaving the cave, so the density is becoming more intense by the day. One of the Elders has taken to cultivating in there to gain access to the light mana she radiates. When she’s awake she’s in pain and asks for you, or me. I think she knows that I understand her grief. It still hurts thinking about Artax… but he died saving me. Persephone killed Glaive to keep you from being sent to the capital. It’s different.’
Min wasn’t quite scolding him, yet Nemesis still felt a current of shame grow while she spoke. His hand tightened against her hip and he leaned his head against her shoulder, just for a moment. He was forced to straighten up again a moment later when Elder Smoke turned back to face them. 
The master waved toward another heavily inscribed door. “Beyond this is the room my disciples use to teach. Your… Kaia should be through there. If her presence around me is going to be an issue, I can dismiss her from my tutelage.”
A threat. A clumsy one at that. Does he think I won’t see the implied warning? If I get in his way, he denies Kaia the best training in formations the sect can offer. I should eat him.
Nemesis suffered a flash of memory at the way Smoke had been dressed when he appeared in the doorway and immediately changed his mind. On second thought, I don’t want him in my mouth. Ever. I’d rather eat a dung beetle. 
His thoughts went through his head rapidly, so it didn’t take him long to actually respond to the Elder’s hints. “It would be a shame if Kaia lost this opportunity… but her natural brilliance is such that I am sure she could gain much from the next-best formation master in the sect. After all, you only take in those with true talent… yes?”
The way Smoke continued to keep the hatred off his face once more impressed Nemesis. The man simple smiled from between the tails of his ridiculous mustache and inclined his head. “As you say, we only allow the best to become true acolytes of the sect.”
The way the man emphasized the word true annoyed Nemesis. His sense that it was an insult was confirmed by the annoyed outrage immediately projecting from Min. The blonde took a deep breath, then somehow released the negative emotions. Nemesis felt those emotions just… flow out of Min and into the ground. The sensation was strange enough to distract him from his own annoyance.
He glanced over to find her smiling at Smoke—yet this wasn’t her usual smile, cheerful and energetic. No, this smile made Nemesis think of Jaden. “We look forward to the day when we are welcomed into the sect’s inner circle,” Min said. “We have seen so many ways in which your teachings could continue to enrich our lives.”
The woman inclined her head, at the same time giving Nemesis a subtle nudge with her elbow. He turned his eyes back to Elder Smoke and flashed the man his own smile, then bowed his head… slightly. 
“Indeed. I look forward to seeing more of the day-to-day life here and involving myself more deeply in my mother’s sect. I am sure I can learn a great deal from all these dedicated cultivators.”
Nemesis hadn’t actually intended his words as a threat, though the alarm that immediately went through Elder Smoke had him reevaluating his statement. Oh, did he interpret my comments about Nightshade as being a threat to the Elder’s position? I was going for pointless flattery and seem to have managed intimidation. Whatever. Clearly I am far more skilled at diplomacy than I realized. I should not have doubted myself.
Smoke’s neutral expression darkened a bit, which increased Nemesis’ enjoyment of the matter. Sadly, the Elder managed to regain control of his features. “Patriarch, I am glad to see you are finally ready to come and spend time among your people. It is good that you are no longer fretting and keeping yourself confined within your cavern.”
The fact that man had the audacity to make that claim while he opened the doorway to the workshop, pitching his voice to carry into the area full of inscribers, nearly caused Nemesis to explode.
The dragon felt his telekinetic might grip the walls around him, yet Min defused it all by sliding her hand down and pinching him firmly on his left buttock. The sudden sensation of her fingers caused him to jump. When he turned to look at her, she leaned down and kiss his cheek.
‘Let him have this,’ she advised telepathically. ‘If he thinks he outmaneuvered you here, his ego will grow and it will make him vulnerable in the future. He’s clearly heavily invested in his own sense of power. The fact he struts around in that clothing just to make his followers uncomfortable is a power play. Don’t let him bait your temper.’
The advice, much as he disliked it, deflated Nemesis. The dragon turned his head and kissed her back, though he aimed for her lips, instead of her cheek. While he offered the gesture of affection, he also gave her a promise.
‘Someday, I am going to see that man scream in agony, and only when I feel he has suffered enough will I allow him to die. If he has harmed Kaia, today is that day… if he hasn’t, then I will follow your advice.’
With that promise made, Nemesis followed Elder Smoke in through the doorway. The new chamber was a wide expanse of polished marble. Nemesis smelled a half-dozen different types of chalk, as well as parchments, papers, and even leather. He could see numerous tables where people were hard at work practicing the formation of their inscriptions.
He didn’t give any of it a second glance.
His eyes were locked on the beautiful redhead wearing a simple gray robe; Kaia, with a quill pen in one hand, a smudge of ink upon her cheek, and a look of fierce expression of concentration. The only apprentice who hadn’t looked up on Smoke’s entrance.
And the only one Nemesis found worthy of his gaze.






  
  Chapter Eight


Kaia didn’t even react when Smoke walked to her table and rested his hands on its marble surface. If the man had touched her, Nemesis might have lost his calm, but Smoke seemed to sense that there was a limit to how far he could push the dragon. Instead, the man rapped his knuckles on the marble top. 
“Initiate Kaia, there is someone here to see you,” Smoke said. Announced, was more like. Nemesis found the man’s tone utterly pompous, and he had to clench his jaw to keep from snorting in disgust.
Min, sensing his emotional edge once again, leaned against him more fully and ran her hand along his hip. The touch was… soothing. Nemesis found himself slipping into a calmer state, though he didn’t reduce his focus on Kaia. He found himself unable to look away. 
When she finally looked up, her eyes swept over the silent room. Nemesis found himself smiling when her gaze met his. Her face lit up instantly and she bolted out of her seat. The dragon nearly gloated over the fact that she ignored Smoke completely in her run to his embrace.
Min stepped aside so he could wrap both arms around Kaia, then Nemesis found himself being lifted and kissed in a manner that made it absolutely clear to him and everyone around that Kaia had missed him. Her tongue invaded his mouth and his responded. It was Min, gently clearing her throat, who reminded him that they were in public.
Nemesis used telekinesis to make sure that neither his, nor Kaia’s, robes had been disturbed by the momentary lapse in decorum. He also levitated himself for a few moments, just long enough to give the impression that he was making himself even with Kaia’s face… as opposed to the truth, which was that she’d simply heaved him up in her excitement. Near as he could tell, his dignity remained intact. 
Once he was back on the ground, he rubbed his hands together in front of his stomach. “Elder Smoke has been telling me what an exemplary pupil you are, and he’s kindly offered to give you a break so we can spend the afternoon together. We must be sure to thank him.”
Nemesis eyed the Elder with a smug smile, more than willing to play the same game the man had started. If Smoke wanted to put words in Nemesis’ mouth, he’d return the favor. The added distance between them meant the dragon was having a harder time reading his emotions, but he could still tell he was annoying Smoke. Perfect.
Kaia’s feelings were all he actually cared about. She glowed happily in his arms, and then bent to deliver a loving kiss to his lips. Once she’d straightened, she turned to look at the Elder and inclined her head to him in a shallow bow. “I am honored, Master Smoke,” she said in a respectful tone. 
Elder Smoke, proving yet again how much control he had over his face, offered a perfectly believable smile. “It is my honor to pay respect to the Patriarch. Go, I’m sure you won’t miss much in your time away.”
There had to have been some kind of subtle insult in those words that Nemesis didn’t catch, because Kaia stiffened in his arms. It was almost imperceptible, but the shift of pure contentment to irritation transmitted clearly to the dragon. He found his eyes narrowing while he reviewed what Smoke had said to try and figure out what he hadn’t caught.
Min touched his elbow and sent a telepathic message his way: ‘Smoke just implied that Kaia wasn’t capable of learning as much as the other students. That’s why she’s angry… if that’s what was puzzling you.’
Nemesis let a slow breath out through his nostrils. ‘You could tell?’
‘Your poker face definitely needs work, but I also know you better than any of these people do. I think you’re doing well. Don’t worry.’
Nemesis contemplated that for a moment, then nodded. He wasn’t going to start any further arguments. He knew Kaia was probably better at defending herself from verbal barbs, given her family had dealt with nobles regularly as merchants. He doubted he could say anything more cutting than she could, if she chose. 
Not that it seemed like she wanted to.
She offered Smoke a soft smile, then shrugged. “I can only do my best, Master Smoke. Thank you for this opportunity.”
Smoke waved his hand in a breezy dismissal, acting as though their presence was no longer important. It grated on Nemesis’ nerves, but he ignored it. Instead of letting his frustration get the better of him, he put a hand on Min’s hip and turned them all away from the tables. Then they were moving together through the doorway and down the hall.
With everyone in contact, Nemesis didn’t have an issue ensuring they could hear each other. ‘Let’s keep our conversation quiet until we’re out of this tower. I am sure Smoke is going to be listening the entire way. All of these formations probably give him a lot of advantages within the building.’
It was something he’d been considering the moment he started thinking about how he’d kill Smoke. Despite being sure he could, Nemesis hadn’t forgotten the constant glow of those inscriptions. 
If Smoke was smart enough to rise to power in a sect, then he was likely smart enough to inscribe all sorts of contingencies into his home. But most people who rely on mana don’t think about how to defend themselves from pure psionics… although… the city is covered in jamming inscriptions. Clearly they do consider psychics in their planning. It would be foolish for me to assume they didn’t and get myself killed because I underestimate one of them. 
He let out a snort of disgust and Kaia looked at him from the corner of her eye. ‘Everything okay?’ she asked. ‘Smoke is a control freak, and he revels in making others uncomfortable. That said, he hasn’t crossed any lines. To be honest, I think he’s afraid of Talia.’
‘Then he’s smart. Even I can tell how strong she’s getting hunting all those lava beasts,’ Min added. ‘I’m sure they don’t want to let her grow as fast as she is, but from what I’ve heard the lake of fire has been a real problem for them, so having a dragon who is immune to flame and heat has provided an opportunity they can’t let pass.’
Min glanced at him, her expression revealing that she was checking to see how he was feeling.
Secondhand pride filled Nemesis; after all, Talia was one of his mates, so her power reflected well on him. He straightened up while he walked, and his arms shifted to loop around each woman’s waist to hold them closer. ‘I’m alright. I am in control. I don’t like Smoke, and I am not fond of having to dance around to navigate all these rules. I’m not so inept that I can’t see how dangerous the sect is—a collective is always capable of overcoming a lone power… but it irritates me.’
Their approval to his words warmed him, so he focused on that while they moved through the wide display room. The mana pressure coming off the formations didn’t seem all that impressive this time, though Nemesis had an idle thought that the change had more to do with his state of mind than their power.
‘Let’s go down to Talia’s cavern,’ Kaia said. “It’s safe from prying eyes and ears, and I am sure she’ll be delighted to see you. I know I’ve missed you.’
‘I’ve missed you all,’ Nemesis replied. Their return to the outside was welcome. The air might have smelled worse, and the cliff walls kept the road shaded where the light scripts didn’t illuminate things clearly, yet despite that, Nemesis found the area far more enjoyable than Smoke’s tower.
While they walked Kaia guided them, and Nemesis filled her in on his time cooped up in the cavern over the last several months. They commiserated with his annoyance at being fed to a degree that flattered his ego, primarily because he could tell they were sincere. The Scaleguard didn’t approve of coddling dragons, and they shared his disgruntlement. 
Continuing his update, Nemesis filled them in on the shifting energies within his core and the imbalance of his ice mana fighting against the rest of his energies. The trio brainstormed various ways to try and restore his mana without giving away the truly divergent nature of his cores. The easiest method promised to be smuggling him beast cores to swallow, though at his level of power he required the beasts to be dangerously strong—few sects misplaced cores like that.
One thing Nemesis noticed while they walked through the sect town was that people had started staring. He wasn’t sure if it was because he had Kaia and Min on either side of him, that he was being recognized as the Patriarch, or some other reason entirely. The sense he got from the crowds’ emotions was a mix of curiosity, wonder, worship… and a bit of hatred.
Unfortunately, he couldn’t differentiate who was feeling what thanks to the formations weakening his gifts. He did keep his senses on high alert in an attempt to pick out the ones who held him in such contempt, but they were doing a good job of staying anonymous. 
‘It’s not a surprise,’ Min said, her mental voice resigned. ‘We represent change. This sect has been without a central figure for well over a decade. That’s enough time for people to get entrenched in their power struggles.’
Kaia rubbed her thumb against his knuckles, and a moment later she projected: ‘Ten years in the Scaleguard doesn’t seem like much… bonding you dragons slows our aging. But for the initiates and acolytes working on developing their cultivation, it’s long enough to forget the old ways. Newer members aren’t going to be as loyal to Nightshade’s memory.’
There is a logic to that, Nemesis though, unable to deny it. He took a deep breath, then let out through his nose. ‘I’m not the best at guessing humanoid ages on a good day—I doubt I’ll be able to identify who is a new member and who is from the old guard. I can read their moods when they’re close enough, but when they’re in a group it’s hard to tell them apart. The formations in the area that suppress my telepathy make it impossible for me to determine who is thinking what.’
Unfortunately, Kaia had not been made privy to any formations that worked to produce the sect’s defenses. Nemesis could feel her regret at not being able to tell him how to break the jamming field. 
In response, he squeezed her hand. ‘We are all feeling like we cannot do enough in this place,’ he said, his mental voice as gentle as he could make it. ‘They have kept us separated, isolated, and are doubtlessly plotting against us. We cannot blame ourselves for doing our best.’
If pressed, Nemesis wasn’t sure he could explain why he felt compelled to soothe that guilt Kaia was projecting, but he found he didn’t care for the idea that she was unhappy with herself. She’s a human, and like all humans she struggles with perfection. But I think she’s earned some understanding on my part.
He was rewarded with a two-fold warmth of positive emotions. Kaia gave off appreciation, and Min pride. I can’t understand why they doubt my ability to be comforting. They know I am an excellent mate and partner. They should expect me to do well by them. Silly humans.
He paused in their walk so he could give each of them a kiss. “How… private is Talia’s lair again?” Nemesis asked out loud the moment he took his lips off Kaia’s.
The redhead threw her head back and laughed. “Private enough have fun, as long as you take it easy.”
“Woooh!” Min shouted. She momentarily tossed a fist into the air and hopped. Then she cuddled down against him with a smile. “That was really the answer I was hoping to hear.”
The trio laughed and exchanged another round of kisses, then they started walking once more. Nemesis found himself echoing Min, though internally. With the previously somber mood broken, he felt more at ease looking around the sect.
They had left the crafting quarter and were now among what Nemesis suspected was a residential area. Many of the buildings were made of brick and wood, ordinary enough. Some, however, appeared to be small towers carved out of stone that jutted up from the bedrock of the mountain. Those buildings looked older, and the people coming in and out appeared to be wearing more-expensive clothing.
I’ll bet there’s some kind of prestige related to living in a home carved from their divine mountain. Nobody has been willing to say just what force causes this mountain to float, but they all seem quite proud of it. 
I’m not sure why… I wouldn’t live by choice above a floating lake of lava.
The dragon paused for a moment, contemplating whether he should be demanding a building of his own within the sect. I’m the Patriarch. Surely there must be some palace or mansion I could occupy. From what Po Ri stated, I’m not even occupying Nightshade’s old den. Do they think I’ll be content with some hole in the ground forever?
Truthfully, Nemesis did enjoy his lair. The large cavern had many things that he liked, but if it was meant as some kind of snub, well, that ruined it for him. He made a note to discuss it with his lovers once he had gathered them all back together. 
A glance at Min, then Kaia, had him revise his thoughts somewhat. I’ll brainstorm with them on it after I’ve had some time to show them how much I’ve missed them. We probably can’t risk cultivating immediately, not if we hope to keep the technique a secret from the rest of the sect… but there are several other reasons I want to let them know how I feel.
Telekinetically, he ran his hand down both women’s spines, and then cupped their asses. His mental hand gave both a firm squeeze, and he was rewarded by a flood of desire reaching his mind. Nemesis cracked a smug smile, pleased to know he still knew exactly what to do to get them heated.
He curled his arms around their waists once more and drew them against him while they walked down the cobblestone path between houses. Kaia was leading them out of the town itself and toward an area of heavy boulders. Somewhere in the tangle of giant stones was an entrance to Talia’s lair. When they drew closer, Kaia mentioned that the lair had a chute that led down through the base of the mountain and exited over the lava field, which made perfect sense for Talia. The golden dragon would be benefiting greatly from the presence of so much fire mana.
It did, however, lead him to a horrifying thought… What if access to all those fire-attuned spirit beasts and the lava means that her cultivation has grown more powerful than mine?






  
  Chapter Nine


Nemesis was greatly relieved to find that while Talia had grown stronger, she had not yet achieved the heights of B-rank.  It’s not like she wouldn’t be wonderful with more power, I’d be so proud of her… It would simply be awkward, he mused.
Talia was radiant. He hadn’t failed to notice that beauty, even while he contemplating the feeling of power radiating off of her. Her golden scales shimmered when she slid out of her cavern to greet them. Her long wings spread slowly, the spike-like bones that held the wing-vanes apart projecting out to either side while she curled her head up to stare majestically down at him.
She’d gotten larger, and he wasn’t sure exactly how long she was now. Her wings continued down her tail for a good portion of its length, and with the vanes spread she appeared like a glowing metallic blanket. Then she folded everything back along her sides and lowered her head to bump her muzzle against his chest.
Nemesis smiled, reaching up to rub his palm along her scales. “I’ve missed you,” he said. She let out a deep sound, then blew smoke over him. The black dragon laughed and banged his fist against her nose. “Don’t ruin my new robes.”
Talia’s eyes rolled and she opened her mouth to reveal her huge fangs. Nemesis didn’t feel any fear in that moment, though he knew most humans would. “I didn’t know you looked good in purple,” Talia murmured. “Can I study that when you’re not in it?”
Min and Kaia giggled, and Nemesis squinted at them before he turned his attention back to Talia. “You haven’t seen me in months and the first thing on your mind is whether you can examine my new clothes?” he asked. 
She curled her neck to look at his back, then bobbed her head. “Of course. I knew you were fine. You’re too strong to die quietly, and our bond is intact. Why, what should I have asked about?”
The innocent pitch to her tone made him realize what she was angling for, and Nemesis found himself smiling. “Well, since my clothing is so important to you, once we’re in your lair I’ll let you look at it more closely… while I fuck these two.”
Kaia and Min let out squeaks a split-second later when telekinetic pressure wrapped around their bodies. Nemesis floated them up until they weren’t quite on the ground, then strode past Talia and into her cavern. 
The golden dragon’s head curved to follow him, and a moment later her body moved to follow. Nemesis was amused to sense her slowly walk a semi-circle so she could trot along behind him into her own lair. That’s right, I’m glad everyone knows who is in charge, he thought with a definite sense of satisfaction.
Kaia was squirming against the mental bonds, but he kept her mouth closed to muffle the noises. Despite the irate look on her face, Nemesis could sense the massive spike in arousal from her, and he could smell her body reacting.
Min wasn’t much different, though the blonde looked utterly relaxed and was making herself comfortable with him supporting her weight. For some reason, that caused Nemesis to chuckle. She had somehow managed to get a hand onto her own thigh and was kneading her knuckles into her muscle while she watched him.
“Nemmy, where are you taking my rider?” Talia asked. The false innocence in her voice had him struggling not to laugh. He could tell she was starting to get excited, but that didn’t mean he was going to give her what she wanted… not immediately, at least. Teach her to be more interested in my robe than me, he thought. He could almost hear Harper reminding him not to be petty… except Harper wasn’t there.
That slowed his steps. Nemesis frowned—he still didn’t know where he could find his rider. Talia’s head bumped against his back and the emotions he felt resonating into him at that moment were enough to stave off the dark mood that had threatened to overtake him.
Nemesis tilted his head back and planted a kiss on her nose. “You curl up somewhere comfortable and take all the time you want to look at my robes. I’ll spread them out for you… and while you do that, I am going to take your rider, bend her over, and make her forget your name. You’ll just have to be content listening.”
Talia let out a choked-off growl in surprise, so Nemesis turned fully to face her and watched her eyes widen. Her nostrils flare and the aura of heat that radiated off of her dried the air around them… then she meekly ducked her head and moved toward the back wall of the cave. 
Once there, Talia dropped onto her side and curled her tail over her stomach. Her head came down to rest on a stone ledge that would let her look over the rest of the cave. From the ripples in the stone, he suspected she had melted the rock and molded it to produce that headrest for herself at some point in the last several months. 
He had to admit, it was a great idea.
While he’d taunted Talia, Min had been laughing softly to herself. She was still pliant in his mental grip, and he sensed that she was eager to see what was coming. Kaia, however, was violently doing her best to break his hold. She couldn’t, which simply made her arousal grow. That edge of lust nearly exploded the moment his mind sliced her robes to ribbons. 
The fabric fluttered around her, then twisted itself into several long cords of rope. Her wrists were snared, then bound behind her back with silk that ran from her wrists to her biceps. He caught each ankle and tied it to the corresponding thigh. Fabric looped between those knots and tugged her ankles up to her ass, forcing her to thrust her pelvis forward so he could tie her wrists to her feet. 
The last strip of fabric went between her teeth and looped and her head to form a gag that muffled her moans. 
As promised, he draped her across Talia’s back, where she was forced to keep her hips thrust upward with her ankles and wrists hogtied beneath her ass. He floated his robes up off his body and draped them on the stone shelf in front of Talia. She let out a whimper, but true to her word earlier, she did turn her eyes to the robe to start looking at it.
Nemesis put his hands on his hips and looked at Min. A moment later, he removed the telekinetic gag and smiled at her. “Now, what should I do with you?” 
As if accompanying his words, Min’s clothing was levitated off of her body and piled neatly on the stone floor. Nemesis ran mental hands over her body while he waited for her to speak. Ignoring Talia and Kaia was simply causing both of them to grow needier, which was fine with him. 
“Well, it’s been a while,” Min began, “and I could really use some time with you. Do you think you can make love to me?”
Min’s eyes flicked to Talia and Nemesis grinned, realizing that she was more than willing to help him make the pair wait. He walked slowly to her, grabbed her hips, and drew her closer so he could kiss her. “I can’t think of anything else I have to do at this moment… so I’d love to.”
Min squealed happily and threw her arms around his neck. Kissing, the pair of them shifted until they were lying across Talia’s tail. The gold dragon’s scales were warm, almost hot, but Min didn’t seem to mind. Though when she started gathering mana inside, Nemesis had to stop her.
‘Can’t. I miss that too, but the energy disruption will draw attention. We need a sealed place for cultivation before we try again,’ he whispered into her mind. She dissipated the energy with a regretful look, and Nemesis heard both the others sigh in relief. 
He, meanwhile, put his fingers between Min’s thighs and began to stroke her folds. She was dripping, but he still wanted to get her ready. While he did that, his telekinesis caused Kaia to feel pinches at her own nipples and clit. Muffled cries escaped the redhead in response. 
Min’s fingers curled around his shaft and began stroking from root to tip. She took her time, her eyes adoring while she looked him over. “Do you want me to suck it first?” she asked.
Nemesis considered that, then shook his head. “I’m impatient, I want to be inside you,” he admitted. His fingers were ahead of his words; while he spoke, they hooked to tease the rough nerves on the roof of her channel, prompting her to hitch her hips in response. “After you cum,” he added almost as an afterthought. 
Min gasped, then she angled one of her legs up and hooked it over a spike on Talia’s tail. The pose was… very erotic, and Nemesis licked his lips while he studied her body. His fingers worked faster and her body twitched in response. Every movement made Min’s chest bounce, so Nemesis finally leaned down to claim a nipple between his teeth.
Min clearly hadn’t been lying about how much she’d missed him. He felt like she was moaning in climax before he’d really gotten started. But the moment her body began to flex in climax, her hands were dragging at him to pull him on top of her. 
The hand that had been stroking his cock tugged until he was sliding into her slick depths. “Fuck yes!” she moaned. The leg she hadn’t hooked over Talia curled around his waist, and Nemesis felt her muscles tighten in a clear sign she had no interest in letting him go. 
His lips continued to work on the breast he’d chosen. His tongue spiraled around her nipple and he knew he was leaving bruises with the way he sucked at her, but that suited him just fine. He put his hands to her hips, then started to stroke into her slowly. Despite her excitement, he did truly want to take his time.
Nemesis was amused to realize that Talia had genuinely grown fascinated with the robe—he’d caught snippets of her thoughts. She was mentally cataloguing stitch patterns and weaving techniques. He couldn’t follow what she was muttering regarding thread counts and stitch patterns, but the other dragon was lost in some kind of meditative trance studying his robes.
Kaia, on the other hand, was near obsessed with what he was doing to Min. She’d squirmed around until she had a view down Talia’s back to watch. The fact he was constantly pinching her nipples and clit with his mind kept her on edge, and she was a bonfire of need.
A fire he pointedly ignored while he made love to the beautiful woman underneath him. Min stroked his hair with one hand and the other made its way around his shoulders to clutch him tight. 
Nemesis turned all of his attention on Min. The tight clench of her muscles around his shaft, the smooth glide before he bottomed out in her, the delicate sounds of pleasure she made—all of it was addicting. He let his hips rise and fall at their own pace, intending to make the most of their reunion. He did plan to give Kaia similar treatment, but that would happen later. 
Min was now.
“Nemmy, oh, oh, yessss, just a little bite, please?”
The moment his teeth pinched down around her nipple, she went rigid. Min cried out in ecstasy before her legs clenched even tighter around him. The one she’d thrown wide came around and locked around his hips. Her fingers dug into his scalp and shoulder and he was certain she was drawing blood from him during her climax. 
Nemesis couldn’t stop himself from picking up speed. His thrusts grew more assertive while she trembled in orgasm. He forced her slick channel to accept him, and each thrust was heavenly. The lack of mana passing back and forth allowed him to focus on how amazing her body was, and his own climax was approaching fast.
Even with her orgasm ebbing, Min didn’t hesitate to encourage him. She bucked her hips up to increase the force of his penetration. Her nails and heels dug at his body, urging him ever closer. She panted in his ear. “Come on, baby, fill me, fill me, let me have it. Give it to me, please? I need it, Nemmy, I need it so much.”
The whispered words urging him on did what she hoped they would. Nemesis stiffened and felt himself batter at her womb. His ridged shaft swelled and he began to unload within her. He had to force his jaws to open before he could do any real damage, and he would have felt embarrassed at the bleeding bite he’d left on her breast—except it had triggered a second climax from her.
Strange, I don’t remember her being so easy to please before… I must be improving. Understandable, I never stop improving, he thought to himself. Now for Kaia. 
Min let out a soft gasp when he withdrew from her; she reluctantly let him go, then turned her eyes to the bound redhead squirming on Talia’s back. Her lips curled into a slow smile and she arched her back to stretch her muscles out.
“Go get her,” Min encouraged. Less than a second later, she closed her eyes and splayed herself over Talia’s tail. Nemesis paused, shocked to find that Min was drifting toward sleep. He opened his mouth, vaguely offended at how quickly she was passing out, then stopped. It’s simply because of how incredible I am, he decided.
With that out of the way, he began to walk up Talia’s spine toward Kaia. With every step he took, he increased the pressure on Kaia’s body. Her breasts moving under his telekinetic massage, her nipples getting tugged tightly and twisted upward. Her hips twitched as he pushed a mental probe into both holes, slowly expanding them until she couldn’t handle anything thicker.
He even set a vibration running along her clit.
It all culminated in an outraged explosion of pleasure that rocked her without him needing to put a finger on her. Her eyes were huge at that moment, and she was drooling around the gag. He could tell she wanted to speak, but he didn’t give her the chance. 
Nemesis put a hand over her mouth and leaned down so his lips were level with her ear. “I’m going to take a moment and decide which of your holes to use first. Then, I’m going to fuck your helpless body while your dragon watches. But she’s not going to help you. The little gold is busy staring at a pretty robe and clearly doesn’t have the drive to save you.”
Kaia let out a loud, low moan and came again. Nemesis placed a kiss on her temple, then let his eyes roam over her muscular, tanned body. 
“Now, where to start…”






  
  Chapter Ten


In the end, he couldn’t resist slipping between her bound thighs and taking advantage of how he’d immobilized her. Kneeling, Nemesis put his lips against her sex and began to lick, agonizingly slow, just to tease her. Kaia’s body was oversensitive, a convulsive spasm hitting her each time his tongue flicked over her clit. 
His hands slid along her athletic frame until he was cupping her breasts. Slowly, the dragon squeezed them into peaks and his thumbs took over, spiraling over the taut nipples to keep her writhing.
Easing back all of the telekinesis, Nemesis shifted fully to appreciating her form with his physical presence. His tongue slid between her folds, rising to curl against her clit while he made her ache. He sensed the frustration building in her. Kaia was growing overstimulated, desperately aroused—especially because of her inability to do anything. 
Talia’s attention was finally drawn from the robe and her head loomed over the pair of them. She stared, and Nemesis laughed when a drop of saliva hit her scales to evaporate into steam. The gold dragon had begun to drool at the sight of her rider being so mistreated.
“Fuck, that’s so hot,” Talia murmured. The soft tone was at odds with the ferocious sight of her fanged maw hanging over them. The pink tip of her tongue was exposed, her jaw unable to close due to her own desire to join them. “Can I… transform, please?” 
Nemesis loved that meek request, and he looked up from Kaia’s slit to smile at the dragon. “Give me a sec,” he said. The black dragon reached out with his mind and lifted Min off Talia’s tail. He still couldn’t believe the blonde had fallen asleep, but that didn’t stop him from finding Kaia’s personal room with his telekinetic awareness and depositing the woman on the mattress inside. 
That done, Nemesis lifted himself and Kaia. He was fully capable of cradling them, and that also meant he didn’t have to stop tormenting his auburn-haired lover. “Okay, you may transform,” he told Talia. She let out a distinctly un-draconic squeal and rippled into her human form. 
Lowering himself to the ground, Nemesis looked Talia over, all while he once more ignored Kaia to heighten her frustrated desires. Talia’s shape hadn’t changed, still beautifully long legged with impossibly high breasts, long golden curls, and scales decorating her arms, legs, and hips. She met his gaze, then dropped to her knees.
“What would you like from me, master?” she whispered. She ran her hands across her skin from knees to chest, squeezing them for his enjoyment. “I am sure I can help you far better than that captured human.”
Kaia’s indignant cry was muffled by the gag he’d made, but Nemesis was amused to see that the woman had actually started biting at the braided silk. The frustration in her gaze was matched by the tremble in her thighs. She was trembling like a leaf. 
It’s amazing… I realize she’s the dominant one in her relationship with Talia, yet she takes so much pleasure from being overpowered and… abused? Is it abuse? Nemesis rose to his feet and grasped Talia’s head. She let out a throaty groan and then her mouth was full. The wet sounds of her lips closing around his shaft and her throat struggling to take him down nearly distracted him from his thoughts. 
Nearly.
No, it’s not abuse, because I can tell what makes her happy and what actually upsets her. Since nothing I am doing actually bothers her, it isn’t abuse. But if it did bother her… that would be wrong. Ugh, Harper, why do you make me think of this stuff? It’s so… complicated.
Nemesis understood he’d never have worried about the ethics of pleasing a lover if not for Harper’s influence on him. Despite seeing Talia’s throat bulge around his cock, the dragon felt a surge of longing for the partner they hadn’t reconnected with yet. He wanted his first rider back, and her absence was distracting him.
Trying to refocus, Nemesis curled his fist into Kaia’s hair and dragged her up onto her knees. The way she was bound prevented her from actually kneeling, so she was reduced to balancing on her knees while he held her. All the while, she couldn’t take her eyes off Talia’s lips. The gold dragon was dutifully worshiping his shaft, its dark length vanishing until she was nestling her face against his pelvis.
When he brought the dragon-turned-human close enough, Kaia licked at Talia’s throat. Nemesis shivered, realizing he could feel her tongue dimpling Talia’s flesh because of how eagerly Kaia was lapping at her. 
Talia pretending to ignore Kaia made it all the more erotic. The submissive dragon’s emotions trembled each time Kaia made a noise, or touched her… yet Nemesis found that Talia’s affections surged in a similar way each time she took him down her throat. 
Experimenting, the black dragon reached out and stroked her hair. “Good girl,” he praised softly. Talia’s heart sang and her eyes looked up at him in adoration. Amazing, her feelings for me are almost the same as the ones she has for Kaia, has she imprinted on me?
The bond between them after they’d cultivated had grown subtly deeper, so Nemesis took a second to examine it. To his surprise, the connection felt clearer, almost as powerful as the one he shared with Harper. Wanting to talk to Talia, he pulled her head back and she gasped, taking her first full breath since she’d begun her sloppy work. 
“Thank you, master, how else can I help you?” she begged. 
“Do you love me, Talia?”
The question caught her off guard. “Yes,” she squeaked. Confusion showed on her face, matching the look of astonishment that showed in Kaia’s eyes. “It’s different from how I feel about Kaia, newer… but I want to please you, see you happy… see you grow more powerful. I also want us to mate and lay eggs for you, because you’re… you. Not just because you’re powerful.”
The gold immediately flushed, looking down like she had just made some terrible confession. Kaia’s eyes narrowed and Nemesis found the warrior’s emotions racing so fast he had trouble tracking exactly what she felt. He used a flick of mental power to pop the gag from between her lips.
“It’s okay,” Kaia rasped. She still couldn’t lift herself upright, which left her sagging against Talia when Nemesis stopped holding her up by her hair. “I think it’s good—it’s a good thing for all of us to fall in love. It’s… smarter.”
Nemesis studied her, truly focusing his senses and delving into what Kaia was feeling and thinking. She was trying to sound so rational, yet her emotions were all over the place. Insecurity, jealousy, anxiety… lust, passion, desire… there was even affection there. 
Nemesis could hear the mental babble of Kaia’s thoughts. She was circling around the fear that Talia would leave her, which almost made him snort. They were a bonded pair, inseparable. He reached down and stroked Kaia’s hair.
“No, Talia isn’t going to abandon you,” he said. Kaia looked up, shocked. He smacked the top of her head. “First, you’re rider and dragon, a soul-deep bond. Second, she loves you, here… feel.”
It was a struggle to form the link between them against the suppression aura of the sect, but Nemesis managed it. The moment he let them sense each other’s emotions, the women burst into tears. That took him aback. 
They weren’t tears of sorrow, more… relief? What he’d done had enhanced their natural bond, which meant their emotions and thoughts were spinning faster than he could track, at least without putting in more effort than he was ready to. 
The worst part was, his cock hurt. They were staring soulfully into each other’s eyes and seemed to have forgotten him entirely. He might have been resentful of it; except he could tell that it was important they overcome… whatever this was. 
Nemesis tried to be patient, and to kill time he telekinetically wove Talia’s hair into a thick braid, just to see how long it was. He was surprised to find the golden locks, braided, went down to her knees. When he gave Kaia’s locks a similar treatment, they only reached her mid back. 
After several minutes, he realized that they would not be resuming their fun. He scooped them up in his mental grasp and sent them drifting over to the same bed Min was sleeping in. “I’m going to absorb some of this fire mana,” he grumbled.
He wasn’t sure they noticed.
Slightly disgruntled, Nemesis found one of sheets and tore it to strips, braided it into ropes, then bound Talia in the same way he’d done Kaia. After that, he looped fabric around the women to strap them together, breasts to breasts, face to face. Then he left them there. 
Females. Always so emotional, he thought. Nemesis took a moment and returned his body to its true form. Flexing his wings, he released a deep roar that eased some of the tension in his torso. Nemesis let his body flop onto the cavern floor and dropped his head onto the stone. 
I suppose it’s fair to give them time to figure that out. They came to me to provide offspring because we were friends, and because I could make them more powerful. Realizing they’ve both fallen in love with me has likely shaken them. If I don’t let them natter on about those feelings they’d probably end up fighting or something.
They should have known they’d never be able to resist loving me.
A mental image of the pair of them tearing at each other’s clothes and hair, rolling around while they yelled, flashed across his mind, and he couldn’t hold back the chuckle that evoked. For a second, he contemplated releasing the bond he’d formed between their hearts and minds, just to see if such a fight would happen… then pushed away temptation. 
I’m not a hatchling to cause mischief for my own enjoyment.
True to his word, Nemesis began relaxing and soaking in the ambient fire mana. The heat was soothing, and soon he was blinking his eyes in an attempt to stave off a nap. He wasn’t sure if he could maintain the psychic link if he fell asleep. He got lucky, however, when Min came out of the small tunnel and plopped herself against his side.
“I fell asleep!” she said. The outrage in her voice amused him, and he let out a snort.
“You did. Have you not been taking care of your needs without me?” he asked. A flush of embarrassment went through her, then she sighed. 
“Actually, no. I heard about this technique called edging. It’s where you bring yourself close to orgasm and then stop. It’s supposed to heighten sexual pleasure… so I thought it might be useful in our…” She paused, then shrugged. “I thought it might enhance things. So, I’ve been doing that for weeks now, and I guess when I finally got to have you again it kind of backfired on me. Felt amazing though.” 
Nemesis couldn’t imagine putting himself through that. The constant agitation sounded maddening. Clearly, however, it had worked. She had been reduced to senselessness in moments. Still, it seemed like a waste to have it end so quickly. I don’t think edging is for me, he thought. 
He shifted when another thought occurred to him. Their inability to practice the dual cultivation technique they’d developed. It simply reminded him that he hadn’t grown his power at all since they’d come here. Though, if she had passed out from overstimulation while cultivating, she might have gotten badly injured.
He swung his tail and shattered a stalagmite. The sudden movement caused Min to jump in surprise. She spun to face him and put her hands to his scales. “Woah! What was that? You okay?”
Nemesis let out a grumble that shook the cave, then shifted so he could stare at her with one huge, crimson eye. “No. I’m still stuck in the beginning of B-rank, Harper isn’t here, I hate these political obstacles, and… ugh!”
Shocked at his own outburst, Nemesis went quiet for a moment. Acid had actually dripped from his fangs and fallen to corrode the stone floor while he spoke. Min had wisely stepped back, shifting down his body until she was straddling his foreleg; unlike Harper, she had no protection against his caustic venom.
They both watched the smoke that rose from the floor until the acid subsided. The holes weren’t that big, but they’d etched themselves deep into the stone. By the time the smoke faded, Nemesis had calmed some. He realized that Min had been softly stroking his scaled leg, and the sympathy she emitted warmed him.
“I know it’s hard,” she said. “You want to do things straightforward, to just show everyone how powerful you are, and you are powerful. We’ll make sure Harper can join us soon. It’ll be okay. Just… be patient, okay? You took so many big steps today to put the sect in its place. Now we have to let those steps take their course.”
Groaning, Nemesis slid his head forward along the ground until he could extend his tongue to flick across her body. She let out a giggle when he bounced her breast with one stroke of the appendage. “Hey!” she protested.
“Thank you,” he grumbled. “It all feels so… beneath me. I am a dragon. They should simply recognize that my victory is inevitable and cease fighting me. Why do you humanoids waste so much time?”
Min leaned down and kissed the knuckle of one of his toes. That done, she draped herself along his leg and cradled her chin on her elbow. One of her legs began to kick… and while Nemesis wanted to know what she was thinking, he gave her some privacy to compose her thoughts. Her expression told him she was taking her time so she could give him a genuine answer.
He appreciated that.
Finally, after several minutes of thinking, she offered his knuckle yet another kiss. “Spirit beasts and cultivators are different… but also the same. We both have a drive to constantly grow and go farther. The greatest will reach godhood, but many will fall to the wayside. There’s no real difference between the gods who were beasts and the ones who were cultivators, not once they’ve ascended. You’re amazing, you truly are. But you know you can’t defeat the entire sect. The Elders are all A-rank, and that’s assuming none of them are hiding their power. They have disciples, and allies, and if we want to beat them, we need those too.” 
She paused, and Nemesis cocked his head, wondering what else she had to say.
“I hate politics. That was my father’s world—Jaden’s world, and he was a massive waste of space. I’d be happy just being a blacksmith and a cultivator. Without you… I wouldn’t have survived Artax’ death. I never want you to think less of yourself, because your pride is part of what makes you strong. But brute force and natural might can’t overcome every obstacle. As much as you hate it, as much as I hate it… we have to use our heads.”
Nemesis let out a heavy sigh. She was right. Much as it galled him to admit it, she was absolutely right, and he knew that. He opened his jaws with the intention of telling her so, when a new mind entered the cavern.
Nemesis’ head shot up and he swung his neck to stare at the cavern mouth. Standing there, staring at them with her hands on her hips, was Harper.
“You guys having a party and didn’t invite me?” she demanded.






  
  Chapter Eleven


Nemesis accidently sent Min flying when he bounded to his feet and shot toward his rider. He had the presence of mind to catch the blonde before she hit the wall, thought it was mostly an afterthought.  
Harper, instead of flinching at his rapid advance, ran forward and jumped so that her arms and legs did their best to wrap around his muzzle. Clinging to his jaw with all the strength of her cultivation, she planted a kiss on the tip of his nose. “Boop,” she whispered. 
He’d pulled up short the moment she’d jumped, as it had caught him by surprise. That single word, however, caused him to let out a thunderous laugh. He might have kept laughing if a firm fist hadn’t smacked one of the heavy scales covering his ribs.
“Nemmy! You threw me across the cave,” Min said. Her bright eyes were narrowed in annoyance, though he could sense the desire to laugh lurking inside her. 
His response of lifting his wings out to either side in imitation of a human shrug caused her eyes to grow wider. “Oops?” he offered. Min’s jaw dropped in pretend outrage and she almost managed to twist her face into a scowl before she lost it. 
Harper climbed down to wrap Min in a hug before the blonde managed to stop laughing. The two of them exchanged a headbutt, the dull crunch of their horn ridges connecting echoing in the cave. It drew Nemesis’ attention to those signs of their awoken bloodlines—and the reason the Elders were keeping Harper so isolated.
They wanted her to grant them draconic heritage as well. 
Nemesis was firmly convinced they didn’t deserve a bloodline. He’d already told Harper he wouldn’t give his heart’s blood to them. It also wasn’t something he wanted to think on at the moment. He shifted into his elven form and picked up both women with his mind.
“Come on,” he said, floating them ahead of him while he walked toward the tunnel that held Kaia’s bedroom. “We’ve got a lot of catching up to do and I’m getting impatient. We’ve all been drifting… and it’s time to get back on course.”
Hearing the somber tone in his voice, the women nodded and waited patiently for them to reach the bedroom. Once there, he draped them both along the mattress on either side of Kaia and Talia. Those two, of course, were still hogtied and strapped together. They’d been kissing when he walked in, and Nemesis could sense that the emotional bridge he’d created had finally allowed them to overcome Kaia’s surge of insecurity.
Though he was deeply annoyed to realize the psychic link had snapped when he’d grown distracted by Harper’s arrival.
The psychic-dampening formation was promising to be a formidable obstacle for him, though he had other resources. He just had to figure out how to access them properly. Which meant it was time to do some serious planning.
He glanced at the bound women, then Min, and finally Harper.
After a proper reunion.
The hours that followed helped relieve a great deal of stress, though they did cause more than a few sore muscles. They were all frustrated by the inability to cultivate together. Once they were sated and snuggling, Min provided some healing energy to reduce bruising, while Talia revealed that she had mastered a few healing techniques of her own. Strangely, while hers could cleanse the exhaustion and clear their minds, it wasn’t as effective at mending flesh. 
Nemesis and Talia discussed it, and both agreed that it was likely more of a curative than a healing. They both suspected it was somehow the opposite of his poison mana: an energy meant to cleanse and purify. That Talia was harnessing it with her own techniques showed great promise.
It also supported their theory that if he could truly cultivate with Persephone, both of them would advance. Drawing the darkness from her core and giving her the traces of light within himself should empower them both. 
Except Min was the only one of them allowed to see Persephone at the moment.
This led them to begin exchanging notes, and while Nemesis loathed rehashing all of his grievances against the Elders once again, it was a necessary evil to make sure they were all on the same page. It also allowed them to start developing a rough idea about the motivations of each of the Elders.
His recent meeting with Elder Smoke had left a foul taste in his mouth regarding that human. The formation’s master was a true crafter, brilliant and decisive—and also some kind of twisted deviant who enjoyed lording his power over people through petty acts meant to discomfort them. 
The man’s vanity was just as great as Nemesis had suspected. Kaia confirmed that he pushed a great deal of his work off onto his disciples and rarely took the time to educate them regularly. She also said that a few hours working with him in his private sanctum always left them invigorated and ready to work at a higher level. 
Rumor had it the man had some kind of technique that could heighten the flow of creativity. Kaia did note, however, that many of those same disciples would go into slumps a few days later, almost like they were coming down from a drug.
They shifted gears to discuss Elder Phon next, since that elf had taken the lead in trying to keep Nemesis confined to his cave and seemed to be in charge of the hunting parties. That he was a warrior who focused on ice, wind, and water was clear. Talia noted that the elf spent a great deal of time near the heights of the mountain. 
She also revealed that she had seen him several times dancing. Those periods always coincided with the worst snowstorms around the peak. She had no idea if he caused them, or if he was using them to cultivate. When Harper pointed out that he may have been trying to accumulate a deeper understanding of the storm as a concept, they all fell silent.
Aside from commanding a legion of initiates and coordinating the beast hunts, Phon was relatively reclusive. None of them knew if he had any solid allies, and none of them had detected any outright animosity between him and his peers.
Kaia pointed out that she’d never heard Smoke speak of Phon, which wasn’t the case for Elder Cynthia Daine. 
She was the one overseeing Harper’s work in the alchemy labs. Harper held suspicions that she was the spirit beast Nemesis sometimes sensed. The woman appeared to be a purple-haired dwarf maiden, yet while she constantly pushed Harper to perfect the potion, she didn’t seem interested in it for personal power.
What she was interested in was supporting her husband and fellow Elder. Ji Daine was a human male whose age was hard to determine. He was overseeing Persephone’s care and was in charge of the mountain’s herb gardens and healing centers. While not an alchemist himself, he used a great many of their potions in his work. His role as the sect’s herbalist also meant that he worked in tandem with his wife.
The pair were the most obvious and clearly defined power block among the Elders. While Smoke seemed like a natural ally for the couple, Harper said that Elder Cynthia didn’t seem fond of him. It wasn’t hard for them to theorize that the man had done something to repulse the woman. Given Smoke’s behavior within his tower, that was no surprise.
While they talked about the Elders they were most familiar with, Min brought up Po Ri and the Gracewinds. Nemesis quite enjoyed when she praised him for starting to gather allies, especially when the others seconded her compliments.
Talia didn’t hesitate to jump at the chance to spend more time with the tailors. She wanted to learn more about how they’d made Nemesis’ new robes, and she was also excited to meet new people. Kaia, meanwhile, thought she had heard of Po Ri from her practice with the sect’s combat forces. 
The man was a humble, though promising, swordsman. His cultivation wasn’t the most advanced, but from what she’d heard he had gained his power through understanding his blade. Some thought him destined to become a true sword saint. 
Nemesis was glad she’d volunteered to meet with Po Ri and seek more loyalists to the Patriarch. If they were to undermine the Elders’ control, they had to grow their own base of supporters.
Unfortunately, once they set aside talks of their potential allies, they were forced to confront the fact that none of them knew much about the final Elder. She was an elf, they thought… but they weren’t sure. Her hair was like ethereal smoke that poured down her body to constantly brush the ground. She had pale skin, incredibly dark eyes, and pointed ears to match Nemesis.
Elder Song.
She was supposed to lead the sect’s spiritual life, keeping them true to the ways of Nightshade. In theory, that meant she was a logical person for them to approach. In practice, however, Harper was quick to point out how fast religious figures moved to protect their own interests. The greatest threat to the sect’s stability was Nemesis acting as Nightshade’s heir and changing their religious doctrine. 
Min reinforced that, reminding him of how Jaden had quoted the Church of Kolos to justify many of his petty acts. Nemesis took a moment to consider that abject failure of a being, then put the bully out of mind. Jaden had seemed like a true threat when Nemesis had been a hatchling, yet in the end he had just been a fool whose schemes amounted to nothing.
But the point his lovers made was a sound one. Until they could truly sound out the position of the sect’s spiritual leader, it was dangerous to make any assumptions. Fortunately, Nemesis thought of a truly simple idea to learn more.
“I’ll go to the temple of Nightshade and talk with Elder Song,” he announced. 
His announcement was met with mixed reactions. Talia nodded, agreeing with him; it was a simple, straightforward approach and he could tell she understood his motives. Kaia, Min, and Harper, however, seemed to have some reservations.
“Nemmy,” Harper began, “are you sure you want to just rush in without learning more?”
“I’m not going to rush in,” he returned, a bit offended by her lack of faith. “I’ll drop by and say that I was hoping to learn more about Nightshade. If they genuinely believe her to be my mother, then it makes sense I’ll want to know more about her, and by going to Elder Song it will demonstrate my respect for her position as spiritual leader.”
The riders seemed to blink in unison, and Nemesis let out a disgruntled growl. Min reached out and rubbed his knee.
“Hey, it’s a good plan. It’s just… not what we were expecting. You’ve been a bit…” Min paused, fishing for a word. He could tell she was trying not to upset him, which only caused his eyes to narrow.
“Cranky,” Harper said. Unlike Min, Harper hadn’t hesitated to say it. “You’ve been cooped up in a cave for months. It’s obvious that you’re frustrated, and you’re constantly growling under your breath. Do you blame us for worrying you might be a bit confrontational?”
His dignity dented, Nemesis drew himself up to his full height. Given they were sitting in a circle on Kaia’s bed and he was the shortest of them, he wasn’t exactly towering over anyone. He opened his mouth to comment, yet stopped when Talia put her fingers on his lips.
“It’s okay, they’re trying their best,” she said. The mischief in her eyes was clear, and Nemesis nearly laughed when he saw the looks of outrage grow across their faces. Talia winked at him, though she ensured only he could see her face. “They simply don’t grasp that while we dragons can be prideful, we are also cunning hunters. You clearly intend to hunt Elder Song’s true nature, and thus are exercising your natural brilliance.”
The words soothed his ego and Nemesis found himself nodding along. “Yes. Exactly.”
Min turned her face away and pressed her forehead against Harper’s shoulder. Kaia, meanwhile, was giving Talia a stare that promised some sort of retribution, though Nemesis didn’t grasp what the gold dragon had done to deserve it. Probably some leftover insecurities they need to work out, he decided. 
Harper, meanwhile, was chewing on her lower lip. Her cheeks looked oddly flushed, but after clearing her throat, she sounded normal enough when she said, “Of course, Nemmy, pardon me for not taking that into consideration. You are going to take one of us with you, right?”
She leaned forward enticingly, and Nemesis realized how much she must have missed him. Being out of my presence has to be awful. He nodded. “Of course, you’re more than welcome to come with me.” 
Harper pressed against him and planted her lips on his. While she curled her arms around his neck, he reached forward to stroke her back. Before he knew it, he’d pulled her into his lap and was simply enjoying the soft sensation of her lips on his. 
Their earlier play had left him quite sated, but he still contemplating spending more time with her. Regretfully, he drew his lips off of her and looked at the others.
“Harper and I will go down to the temple of Nightshade, where I shall use my guile and wit to draw the secrets of the sect from Elder Song. Once we’ve done that, we’ll reconvene here and develop a better plan of action. We should expect the sect to send representatives to try and corral me back into my cave, but… I suppose I am unsure how far they’ll push it. If they’re wise, they’re not going to try and argue that the interior of their sect is dangerous for me. Their whole argument for keeping me in the cave is that outside the mist the Empire might find me.”
He left it unsaid that the entire mountain was hidden in the sect’s protective barrier. There was no logical reason he couldn’t explore their surroundings. Even the lava fields that Talia hunted in saw some benefit of the obfuscation the mountain offered.
Harper kissed his cheek. “How about we spend some time sleeping first? It has been a long time since we’ve all been together… and I know I would benefit from having everyone next to me.”
Once, I would have considered that admission a sign of weakness inherent in humanoids, Nemesis thought. Now, I can admit that I too would welcome the chance to have all of my partners around me while I slept. 
Am I growing soft… or simply growing?






  
  Chapter Twelve


He woke to the enjoyable feel of his lovers pressing against him on all sides. Nemesis yawned, then carefully used telekinesis to give him the space he needed to slide off the bed. Being able to horizontally ‘lift’ himself out and then upward, he was soon on his feet at the end of the bed. 
Nemesis took a moment to watch them sleep. When he left the pile, they’d begun subconsciously shifting to close the gap. Min had her arms wrapped around Talia, and the two women were curling together in a way that pressed their chests together. Harper had ended up behind Talia, and his rider’s dark hair was a stark contrast to the long golden braid. Kaia was the one who’d shifted away from the others.
She was sprawled out with her arms over her head and one leg hooked out over Min’s calf. The position was enticing, and for a moment Nemesis felt tempted, then he remembered his plan for the day.
He reached out and pulled his robes to him. A flick of thought saw himself wrapped once more in the purple silks. Now dressed, the dragon quietly paced the bedroom chamber while he contemplated his plans.
Min’s going to go to Persephone and find out how to arrange a meeting between us. Kaia will visit Po Ri and attempt to get some insight into when General Alecto might return. Talia will sound out the Gracewinds under the guise of looking for more robes. She’ll do her best to find out who else might be a true follower of Nightshade. With Harper and I visiting Elder Song, we’ll have a better idea of which council members we might be able to trust.
He paused. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he began to use his mind to comb out everyone’s hair so no one would wake with tangles. It was easy to separate the knots and snarls. Then he went back to his thoughts.
With some luck we’ll even figure out which of the Elders is the spirit beast. If I know what they are, I’ll know what kind of threat they represent. They’re obviously A-rank, but depending on the species… the potential threat is a wide range. An A-rank snow hare is negligible. An A-rank phoenix is entirely different.
Nemesis was aware he had biases because of his species—he simply disregarded the need to overcome those biases most of the time. Now though… now he had to acknowledge that simply assuming he could defeat some unknown spirit beast would be the height of folly. 
Galling as it is to admit, there are some species that can compete with a dragon in terms of natural power. The phoenixes, unicorns, I’ve even heard of something called a sphinx that might be a potential rival. There is no point taking a senseless risk due to arrogance. I will not be Jaden, to waste my life through conceit and vanity. There are some creatures I might lose to. 
The thought annoyed him.
To distract himself from his frustration, Nemesis began dressing the women. One by one, he lifted them up and wrapped them in their robes. Belting the silk around their waists and lowering them fully clothed, he had to admit he enjoyed the sight of them in flowing garments. 
Harper, however, woke when her back once more touched the mattress. She stretched with a yawn and flexed one leg up. “Time to go?” she asked in a sleepy voice. 
“Yes, time to visit the temple of Nightshade,” he confirmed. 
“Mmmkay, gimme a second,” she murmured. She carefully pushed herself up and crawled over to where she could regain her feet. Taking a moment to flex and loosen her joints, Harper walked to him and wrapped her arms around his neck to plant a soft kiss on his lips.
Nemesis put his hands on her hips, holding her in place while they kissed. He enjoyed the soft tease of her tongue, and when he drew back, he felt himself smiling at her. “Wasn’t last night enough?” he asked in a teasing tone.
Harper sighed, then kissed his chin. “You think one night makes up for how long I’ve missed you? Think again. I don’t care what the Elders say—I’m moving into your cave. I’m your rider and it’s my right to be there.”
Nemesis stared at her for a moment, then nodded. His agreement was wordless, and instead of saying anything he curled his arm around her and tucked her against his side. Then, he started walking her out of Talia’s cave. After passing through the various stalagmites he paused at the cavern entrance. 
The air outside was crisp. He cocked his head. “What season is starting in this area?” he asked, turning to look down at Harper.
“Autumn,” she answered. “We’re still a couple months away from winter coming. I’m not sure how the lava field affects the climate here, especially with the ice peaks and the glaciers at the top of the mountains. The whole area might have its own weather system.”
While she spoke, Nemesis stripped. He carefully folded his robes and passed them to her. The cool breeze that blew over his skin was pleasant when he walked away from Harper to open space between them. Then he allowed his true form to take hold.
His size expanded and black scales wrapped around his body. With a simple flex, he spread his huge wings and his tail, letting them lash for a moment while he settled on all four legs. His claws dug into the ground, then he let himself drop onto his stomach to give Harper a shorter journey up his back.
‘You going to be alright without a saddle?’ he asked silently. Her snort drew a deep, rumbling laugh from him. He watched her climb up his side and then wrap her arms around one of the spikes that grew from his spine. 
“I’ll be fine,” she promised out loud. “But no fancy maneuvers, alright?”
‘No promises,’ Nemesis answered with another rumble. Then, he spread his wings and hurled himself skyward. Each downward thrust pulled him higher into the sky, and soon he was circling over the sect. From the sky, it was easy to see the organized nature of the town… and how each district was regimented through a different construction style.
The temple wasn’t in the center of the town, or even on its outskirts. Instead, it rested upon a high outcropping of rock that required climbing a tall switchback to reach. The structure was simple: a huge stone plaza shaped like a circle with towering columns marking the borders. 
The dominate feature of the temple was a huge bonfire in the exact center of the space. The flames flickered with prismatic light, shining all colors at the same time. Nemesis had never encountered its equal.
The bowl that held the flame was the blackest stone Nemesis had ever seen. It seemed to absorb all of the light of the flames that weren’t directed straight up, and he could also see mana swirling through the temple and sinking into the stone.
That was when he realized the flames were comprised of pure condensed mana. 
‘Have you ever seen anything like that?’ he asked Harper. He carefully pushed what he saw with his eyes through their bond into her, letting her watch the way the mana was flowing. Leaving her to study it, Nemesis kept his gaze on the temple. He spotted figures moving between the columns. They seemed to be holding some scrolls that they read from.
He could vaguely hear their voices, though he couldn’t quite make out the words. 
His wings curled closer to his sides and he banked to start spiraling downward. The closer he drew to the ground, the more he could hear their chanting, yet he still couldn’t understand a word they were saying. The language was completely foreign to him.
Before he reached the ground, Harper said, “No, I’ve never seen anything like that. I’ve heard of divine flames in temples, but I have no idea if that is what we’re looking at. I’ve never been much for worship.”
‘Guess it’s a good question to put to Elder Song, we might learn something.’ 
Nemesis touched down with a thud and several long steps that slowed his forward momentum. His tail lashed and his wings cupped air to kill the rest of his movement. Once he was completely still, he used his mind to lift Harper free and set her on her feet before him. 
He wasn’t shocked to see that their landing had drawn attention from the chanting figures. What did surprise him was that they immediately went down on their knees and then leaned forward until they’d pressed their foreheads to the stone plaza. Once their heads touched the stone, their chanting came to a complete stop. 
“Okay, that’s… a little creepy,” Harper said, keeping her voice down while glancing over her shoulder at him. Nemesis nodded his muzzle to signal that he’d heard her, then he turned his eyes over to the glowing flames.
This close, he could see there was a woman standing next to the huge brazier. The stone bowl was nearly twenty feet across, and the pillar of fire it held rose at least ten feet into the air. Backlit by the flame, the ethereal elf looked like a ghost. Nemesis blinked, just to confirm that he truly was seeing the fire flickering through her.
Then his gaze sharpened and he took in the robes she wore. Fabric from the cuffs of her robes fell all the way to the ground and then was gathered up behind her. The gauzy material was what he’d been seeing through. It reminded him of a butterfly’s wings, though the colors might have simply been the flames shifting through the fabric.
The woman clasped her hands together for a moment, then raised one and motioned for him to approach. 
Nemesis had originally intended to transform to his own elven body, but upon seeing the woman, he chose to remain as a dragon. Since he kept his wings folded, he had no trouble fitting between the columns. Harper moved alongside him, and Nemesis focused his senses, making sure no one was a threat to her.
Once he was fully through the pillars, however, he sensed a change in the mana around him. There was a draw toward the brazier, but also energy crackling out from it like a haze in the air. None of it escaped the plaza, and he suspected it had something to do with the formations engraved along the inner faces of the columns. 
But all of that energy seemed to flow in time with Elder Snow’s movements. She spread her hands, and the released mana seemed to brush along his spine while flowing back to her. “Greetings,” she said. “It is our honor to host the child of Nightshade.”
“Thank you, I would have come sooner, except Elder Phon thought it best I remain in my caverns,” Nemesis said, pitching his voice to carry. It would have been more impressive if I could have spoken directly to their minds. Damned jamming formations limiting my psionics. 
Nemesis continued to grumble internally. He could have managed to reach out to several of the priests, just not all of them; more importantly, he didn’t think there was a point to a power play that wasn’t guaranteed to work. 
Elder Song offered a smile. She lifted her hands until they were parallel with her head, then clapped them together a single time. With that move, the other figures on the plaza withdrew. Nemesis could feel mana spiraling around each of them. The glowing energy spun itself into a dome that seemed to draw power from the flames. 
“There, a bit of privacy for out talk. Can I interest you in a meal?”
Nemesis blew out a breath and shifted until his body was half curled. He swung his tail around before his form so Harper would have a place to sit, then lowered himself onto the ground with a thud. Only when he was comfortable did he respond to the Elder, saying, “No thank you. I’ve had about all I can stomach with being fed like a pet.”
He felt a hint of reproach from Harper and she banged a fist on one of his tail as she sat down. “Be nice,” she murmured to him.
Elder Song let out a soft laugh. “It is alright. His mother had little time for human courtesies. I cannot say I am surprised to discover that her son is similarly unimpressed by the decorum of polite society.”
He barely managed to avoid rolling his eyes. The black dragon took a deep breath, then let it out in a sound that vibrated the ground beneath him. “It is more that I have felt the hospitality of the sect has been somewhat… lacking. I dislike having to remain confined within a cave. Far be it from me to complain about a full stomach and a growing pile of treasure, but I also desire to hunt and grow in power. Not slowly over ages, but now.”
Harper turned her head to look at him, yet Nemesis kept the majority of his focus on Elder Song. That strange elf was offering him a smile, though he wasn’t sure he could trust it. There was a cunning in her eyes that belied her serene expression.
“Just so. I cannot imagine anyone who followed Nightshade’s creed feeling differently. Hunt. Kill. Dominate. Those were her words. I believe our agent in the Scaleguard passed them along to you?”
Persephone. She has to mean Persephone. 
Harper took that moment to show that her mind moved in synch with his own. “You’re talking about Persephone. How long was she working for the sect?”
Elder Song spread her hands in a gesture that caused her sleeves to sweep out like wings, renewing her resemblance to a butterfly. The mana flames behind her shed colors into those robes and seemed to empower the elf. That power seeped into her voice when she said:
“Oh, Persephone was born here among us. She’s descended from one of Nightshade’s lieutenants, and after some intense training was sent into the Empire to find and bond with a member of the Scaleguard. The true rebellion came later. Nightshade ordered Persephone to remain in her training and keep watch. She has always been good about smuggling information to us over the years.”
While Song spoke, images swirled in the light that glowed through her robes. The images showed a small hatchling that swirled like a ribbon through the air. The slender dragon danced at the feet of a massive black shape, and Nemesis felt a vague recognition at the sight. 
It might be the dark shape I saw when I hatched, but all blurry black shadows look the same. How can they all be so sure that I am the descendant of Nightshade?
While he thought, Harper asked, “If Persephone was your agent, why didn’t you recruit Glaive? Surely the bond between rider and dragon is strong enough that she could have influenced him. It’s been a long time since Nightshade’s rebellion.”
“Ah, that is a long story,” Song replied, then she clasped her hands together and pushed them down. Energy flared to create a bench for her to sit upon, which she did with a sinuous grace. “I suppose it is as good a place to start as any.”






  
  Chapter Thirteen


The woman composed herself before she spoke, which gave Nemesis time to study her. The swirling mana from the fire made it harder to get a good sense of what her personal signature was, but now that he was up close Nemesis could see that her entire body seemed to be suffused with wind mana.  
At times it almost seemed like parts of her were less tangible than others. He could tell there was something else mixed in, but not what it was. It gave her skin a faint luminous glow, and it was too soft to be pure light mana. 
Nemesis was about to telepathically ask Harper her opinion, when Elder Song began to speak.
“Persephone and her sister Cassiopeia were born here at the sect. They were smart, promising hatchlings, and Nightshade made them the centerpiece in a plan she didn’t think she would ever need. Nightshade wanted to plant agents deep in the Empire so that if she ever needed to, she could subvert Kolos’ forces. Most of her agents belonged to the humanoid races, but a few were spirit beasts.”
The woman paused, offering a peaceful smile to Nemesis, then she inclined her head to him. “However, not many of them possessed the majesty of dragons. It was a difficult decision to send the children of her vassal into harm’s way, but she made it without letting sentiment cloud her vision.”
Harper stirred on his tail yet kept silent. When she glanced his way and gave a subtle shake of her head, Nemesis could tell she wanted him to wait before speaking. It’s like she thinks I’m just going to interrupt the story before Song has said anything important, he huffed to himself. 
Song, meanwhile, continued: “With the hatchlings delivered to the Scaleguard it seemed like fate stepped in, for the sisters bonded a pair of twins. Persephone bound herself to Glaive, while Cassiopeia found his brother, Nord. The pair showed their promise and grew in power, but where Persephone gave no hints of her true loyalties, Cassiopeia was convinced she could turn Nord to serve Nightshade.”
Song flipped a hand over and let it rest on her knee. For a moment, a set of scales shimmered in the firelight above her palm. 
“We don’t truly know how the conversations between Cassiopeia and Nord went. Persephone said that her sister had high hopes he would become a true follower of Nightshade’s philosophies. Sadly, Nord killed Cassiopeia and performed some twisted ritual with soul magic, which converted the pain of having his spirit torn into strength. It catapulted his cultivation above Glaive’s.”
Nemesis grunted, remembering the battle against Nord that had almost killed Min. The man had been powerful, stronger than Glaive. But his power had outstripped his techniques by a wide margin. 
Song had continued speaking while he recalled his encounter with Nord. He turned back in to hear her say, “We suspect it also drove him a bit mad. He gained power in the short-term and lost himself to petty schemes and a mercenary’s life. Over the course of a few decades he lost all signs of progressing his personal power… and then you killed him. A fitting end.”
She says that like I somehow knew the guy had killed one of my mom’s servants. I didn’t even know his name until she started telling this story. From the sounds of it, he makes a better gemstone in my lair than he ever did a villain. 
Nemesis paused as a different thought struck him. Is it simply because I am so incredible that all the bullies in my life have proven to be unimpressive? Jaden seemed like such a foe worthy of hate, yet he found a pathetic, ignominious death. Nord revealed himself to be the king of the orcs, but all that earned him was the right to be a footnote in my personal story. Will these Elders also prove to be speedbumps in my journey to divinity?
He was dragged out of his musings by Harper thumping her fist on the back of his tail. ‘Pay attention,’ she scolded, pushing her thoughts into him.
He was genuinely surprised to realize Song was still talking. “—ith Nord’s betrayal, Persephone felt her decision to keep her true loyalties from Glaive were obviously the correct one. She even disobeyed several demands from the sect to turn him to our cause. There were arguments on the council as to whether we should consider her a traitor or not, but I counseled patience and reminded the others that dragons, like elves, take the long view of everything.”
The woman smiled at him and Nemesis could tell she was waiting for something. He cleared his throat. “Quite right,” he offered after a far-too-long pause. It was apparently the correct thing to say. Song bowed her head to him like he’d offered her a blessing.
Amusement rolled off Harper, though he noticed there were no signs of it on her face. She was being very restrained, and it reminded him that she’d been worried he would mess up this conversation. Not that it’s a conversation when it’s a boring old woman telling a rambling story about things I don’t care about.
Well, he corrected himself, I do care about Persephone. But this is taking forever. 
“General Alecto got in touch with Persephone,” Song said, drawing his attention back once more. “Alecto believed that Persephone’s loyalties remained, but thought the dragon’s bond was holding her back. She was granted our permission to push Persephone to kill Glaive and prove her loyalty to the sect, should the opportunity ever present itself, and then you came along.”
Nemesis decided at that moment that if Song reached out and patted him, he was going to bite her arm off. She was still smiling at him, and the pride in her voice when she said “you came along” had been… disturbing. He didn’t think the woman saw him as an individual at all.
“What better test of Persephone’s loyalties could there be than training the child of Nightshade so that he might follow in his mother’s footsteps? She ensured you grew up with the same creed your mother did. But the ultimate test of her loyalty was killing Glaive. When that happened… we knew she was ready to feed Nightshade’s fire.”
Nemesis blinked. “I’m sorry, what?” he asked.
Song raised a hand, and then swept her arm so she was pointing at the huge brazier behind her. “Nightshade’s fire. Persephone has proven her loyalty and made herself worthy. Soon, her core shall be added to the cores of the others so that the fire can continue to grow. And one day, when it has grown powerful enough, Nightshade will return to us.”
Nemesis felt his eyes widen and a crimson haze seemed to cloud his vision. Harper was scrambling along his scales, though he was barely aware of her. He felt her arms suddenly wrap around his horn—but it was the metal-clad foot hitting the scale next to his eye that woke him from his rage. The bang had jolted through his head and triggered his eyelid to snap shut. 
Song hadn’t moved, which was impressive, since in the time it took Harper to reach his head and stun him out of his killing intent he had risen to his feet, opened his jaws, and gotten ready to bite the woman in half. In fact, when Nemesis came to his senses he realized his jaws were wide open and his head hung over the priestess like the looming blade of an executioner.
Despite that, Song showed no fear. She reached up and patted one of the thick scales on his bottom lip. “It would seem you have quite the temper—still, I suppose it is to be expected. I can understand why you might think of Persephone as a mother.”
And then her serene countenance shattered in utter shock, because she had clearly not been prepared for Nemesis to laugh in her face.
“Think of Persephone as a mother? Are you insane? I plan on adding her to my harem and giving her honor of bearing my eggs. Just like Talia, she will ensure my legacy and support my rise to power.”
Harper was sitting on his head, and he heard her sigh. “Nemesis,” she began, “you can’t just assume things. You have to actually win Persephone over first, you know that.”
“It’s a foregone conclusion. Once I begin courting her I am sure she will gladly join me. Don’t you think?”
The question was directed at Elder Song, and he saw her shock had finally faded enough for her to regain her composure. He narrowed his eyes in suspicion at the sudden hint of calculation he saw going through her eyes.
“It would be fitting, I suppose, for the daughter of one of Nightshade’s most trusted subordinates to become the same for her son.”
“Glad you agree. I’d hate to think I’d gone to all that trouble in cultivating Persephone’s affections just to have you maniacs kill her and feed her core to a flame.”
A brief spike of alarm hit him from Harper’s position, though this time she didn’t speak. He sensed tension in her and could tell she thought he was moving too fast. Nemesis, however, remained confident.
“It is tradition to feed Nightshade’s fire with the cores of her most loyal beasts,” Song said. She clasped her hands together before her stomach and rose to her feet. The bench she’d conjured faded out of existence. “That ensures the flame grows stronger, and also prevents any of them from rising so high that delusions take them. In the early days of the sect, we suffered more than one beast who thought they could claim ownership of Nightshade’s domain.”
Ah, Nemesis thought, so that’s it. At some point some of Nightshade’s followers tried to take her place as the leader of the sect, so the humanoids killed them and started a tradition that gave them an excuse to keep the spirit beasts in line. Now, any time one of a beast is powerful enough to be a threat, the Elders claim it’s a sacrifice to Nightshade and chuck the offender’s core in the fire… which just so happens to be linked to Elder Song.
He had to admit, it was clever. The Elder was in a position to appease Nightshade’s loyalists by constantly harping on her glory, while also eliminating any beast that might challenge Nightshade’s memory. On top of that, she clearly gained in personal power by feeding the brazier’s flames, which gave her a vested interest in killing more spirit beasts.
“Well, I’m afraid this time around the tradition will have be waived. I have plans for Persephone. I am sure you can understand how Nightshade’s heir requires absolute loyalty in his mates… which Persephone has so clearly demonstrated.”
Song walked around the edge of the brazier; her fingers touched the midnight stone and traced across its rim while she circled it. She didn’t actually look at him until she’d placed the fire between them.
“And what would you offer the temple in place of such a potent sacrifice? Nightshade’s fire must be tended.”
Harper stirred on top of his head. “We haven’t truly had time to learn the ways of the sect yet. It would be rude to make an offering without knowing more about the traditions here. May we get back to you after considering it before we present a suggestion?”
Song inclined her head like a benevolent monarch and Nemesis forced his jaw to unclench—the patronizing gesture had almost made him bite his tongue in annoyance. “Of course. It is good that you seek to learn the wisdom of the temple. I look forward to teaching you the ways of the sect.”
Is she holding Persephone hostage until I submit to this farce of a religion? Or is she simply bargaining to try and gain something from me?
Nemesis stared at Song and realized for the first time that he sensed nothing from her. No emotions, no thoughts, just a blank wall where mental imprints were normally present. He studied her and realized that he could actually track her movements, though. She was a bubble of emptiness in his mental awareness. 
Once he made the connection, she stood out like a sore thumb. 
He wasn’t sure if she was using a technique or formation to produce the effect he was feeling—or rather, not feeling. Whatever she was doing, it felt like a missing tooth to his senses. His mind constantly poked at the hole to try and figure out why there was a void.
Now that he’d become aware of it, it was actually incredibly annoying.
While he picked at that puzzle, Harper remained focused on the conversation. “We will take the proper time to reflect on how we can help Nightshade’s temple grow,” she said. “In the meantime, Nemesis requires the freedom to hunt, lest he grow soft and forget Nightshade’s creed.”
He almost dumped Harper off his head out of reflex. The suggestion he might go soft caused his tail to lash. She stroked his head in apology, so he resisted the impulse. Despite how insulting the suggestion was, however, it proved to be effective to Elder Song.
“Of course. We would hate to see Nightshade’s heir fall from her teachings. I will put forth my recommendation that we help you all gain true membership in the sect. Once you are acolytes, you’ll have access to our teachings and resources, and also the right to serve the sect and earn your points.”
“Points?” Nemesis asked in confusion.
Song smiled. “Indeed. Acolytes who wish to earn things from the sect must serve the sect. Completion of vital tasks and missions are rewarded. A marking system tracks the contributions and awards points. In turn, those points represent the value of the acolyte and can be traded for things which help enhance cultivation, improve their station, purchase meditation aids. The points serve as the true currency within the sect.”
In other words, they take people’s loyalty and reward it with nothing except the right to do every task the Elders don’t feel like doing themselves. Figures. 
Harper didn’t seem surprised by any of this, so Nemesis assumed it was some aspect of humanoid cultivation he had simply overlooked due to its lack of impact on his life. He wasn’t terribly enthused at the idea of having to run errands for the sect… but if it moved him closer to his goal, he would do whatever he had to. 
“I would be honored to contribute to the sect of my mother,” he said, lying through his fangs. “When do you think I can look forward to hearing from you or the other Elders on the matter of Persephone?”
Song raised one hand and pressed her fingers to her lips, lowering her head in thought. She held that pose for several minutes, and Nemesis had just started to consider flying away when she finally spoke.
“I will gather the other Elders to discuss things. If you would do us the honor of awaiting our message in your caves?”
Nemesis grunted, but in the end it was a necessary sacrifice. He exchanged a few more pointless words with the woman, and then departed the temple to return to his caverns. While he flew, he began going over everything he had sensed in the temple.
He wasn’t sure what kind of powers Elder Song had, but he wanted to be ready.
I’m definitely going to have to kill that woman at some point.






  
  Chapter Fourteen


It was good to sprawl atop his hoard once more. Raising a claw, Nemesis scratched the underside of his jawbone and blew smoke out his nostrils.  I can see why the fire dragons enjoy doing that… it’s imposing. I imagine if I were a human I would find it terrifying. It’s also far less destructive than drooling acid whenever I’m annoyed.
Nemesis’ own venom had always been far too lethal for him to engage in casual power displays like smoke trails or frosty breath, though now he had a variety he could use—provided he were willing to reveal the extent of his powers. 
The unsubtle request to return to his cave had been annoying, but it also gave him time to think. He closed his eyes and allowed himself to slide into a meditative state. It took a mere thought to summon his scores to see exactly how little he’d grown since coming to the sect. 
Nemesis: current rank, B8. Potential Rank, Limitless 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental B7
Lethality B7
Defensive B7
Physicality B7
Magic B9
Classification: Demigod. Subclassification: Prismatic.
He’d managed to improve his body, with both his Physicality and Defensive scores rising from B9 to B7, and his Mental score had risen by a point. But his total ranking had only grown to B8. He felt he was closing in on B7… but given his meteoric growth before he arrived, it was like he’d made no progress at all.
The ice mammoths are also jeopardizing my inner balance. If I can’t gain access to more mana types, I might shift off my path, and I have no interest in becoming an ice dragon of any variety. I wasn’t in Talia’s cavern long enough today to truly absorb much fire mana, though it helped.
Nemesis contemplated the situation. He needed darkness, acid, fire, lightning, and poison mana. He was sure he could gain all the mental energy he needed by using his consumption technique, but it wasn’t something he was willing to do in front of those he didn’t trust. Not yet. 
The other issue was that dragons absorbed power from the creatures they killed. The act of killing itself reinforced a dragon’s soul by confirming their dominance over the world. Being fed the way he was… Nemesis could tell it was weakening him. It was like an itch that gnawed at his soul. 
Harper had left him to fulfill her duty to the sect and resume working on the bloodline potion. They’d spoken some about how she could try and replace the heart’s blood, as they were both adamant about not giving the sect access to him in that manner. Without her there… he was bored.
“The hell with this,” Nemesis rumbled. He shot to his feet and shook his entire body. Then, padding forward, Nemesis spread his wings and hurled himself into the sky. His wings flapped and he rose into night with his eyes scanning the darkness for prey. 
Nothing moved in the general vicinity of his cavern, but he’d expected that. Instead, he chose to loop down and head toward the base of the mountain. Nemesis had no interest in gaining more ice mana, which meant he needed a complete change in terrain. While he flew, he focused on the darkness mana within him.
Picturing it flowing out over his body failed.
He tried several times but could only produce a cloud of shadows around his body that quickly faded away. Finally, annoyed, he pictured the darkness sinking into his scales—which worked. Nemesis allowed himself to glide for a second while he looked over his own body. His scales, always black, now seemed to absorb the starlight. 
The sounds of the wind rushing over his scales had also faded, and he realized the mana was absorbing what touched him. It wasn’t a true spell, not in the sense of external mana manipulation; it was closer to what the cultivators referred to as an internal technique. 
Pleased with himself, the dragon turned his attention to the lands below. He swept soundlessly over the sect and their farms while he began studying the forests that covered the base of the mountain. The wood mana wouldn’t help him, and he also didn’t sense any significant poisons. Those tended to be found more in jungles or swamps.
The sect keeps their mountain too civilized. The beasts grow strong, but simple. It’s pathetic, he mused. 
A tilt of his wings sent him over the edge of the mountain. The lava field spread like a vast lake beneath him. Yet that wasn’t what drew his attention. Nemesis turned his eyes to the underside of the flying mountain itself. 
The divinity-touched piece of earth floated, though he still wasn’t sure how. Nemesis didn’t put much thought into that phenomenon; instead he flew beneath the massive island of stone, seeking the creatures that lived within its shadow. There were burrows and cave entrances hidden among the jagged rocks that dripped down toward the lava. 
Most of them were too small for him… but one of them wasn’t.
He snapped his wings down hard and flew up into the cave entrance. The giant tunnel was a twisting thing, but Nemesis sank his talons into the stone and began to climb. He was forced to keep his wings tightly folded to his back, though he did fit through the first bend and gain access to the underground.
Is it still underground when it’s within a flying island? he wondered. He reached out with his mind to see what he could feel. The dampening effect on his psionics was far less pronounced here, which allowed him to detect several primitive minds ahead of him.
Nemesis pushed more darkness mana into his scales and crept forward. To some, the sight of a hundred-foot-long dragon stalking its prey might have been ludicrous, but Nemesis knew the value of stealth. While he cautiously advanced, he did his best to determine what kind of beasts he was stalking.
The thoughts were simple: hunger, fatigue, lust, fear. He wasn’t facing anything with true sapience. Trying to decipher what he was approaching, he felt connections between the weak and strong minds, though everything was hazy at best. Tracing the dynamics, he gathered a picture of what was waiting for him.
Some kind of insect. The powerful one is likely the queen. They’re predators, and I’m fairly sure I’m approaching their nest. They’re not numerous enough for ants… at least, I don’t think they are.
The huge colony of stone ants he and the others had fought to establish their outpost had given him a good sense for those creatures. The numbers he could feel at the moment seemed far too low for that. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what kind of bug he was hunting.
Then he peeked his head around a corner and saw them.
Bees?
Nemesis stared at the beginning of a hive. The creatures were easily the size of a bear. The queen herself was nearly forty feet in length. She had a dozen drones moving around her and seemed preoccupied in digging out a chamber in the stone. 
The insects’ carapaces were black with streaks of brown. Nemesis could see the darkness mana swirling within their bodies; on top of that, their stingers radiated a potent amount of poison mana. There was a sense of latent mental energy moving between them. He could tell that the insects could pass messages to each other, but he wasn’t sure if it was the queen making that possible, or a primitive form of telepathy.
The drones swarming around the queen were protecting a small cluster of eggs coated in protective wax. Nemesis wasn’t sure if some of the bugs he was seeing were actually workers, but he could tell the hive was extremely new. He’d clearly caught them moving in… which meant they were vulnerable.
His tongue ran over his fangs and he could feel his drool starting to pool ins his mouth. The idea of feasting on these insects was irresistible, but he held back. Studying them, he could tell that the queen had risen to the pinnacle of C-rank, possibly even the beginnings of B-rank. Her attendants were solidly among the C-ranks, and for many creatures this hive would constitute a serious threat.
There was a chance their venom could harm him, and their darkness mana would make them excellent predators. Once the hive began to grow, this species could take over the entire underside of the mountain. If they burrowed deeper, it was possible the sect would never muster the strength to eliminate them. 
He was tempted to leave them there and come back after alerting the sect to their presence. I know Kaia would recommend I wait until the sect was acknowledging my contribution before I clear this colony out… but that’s not going to happen. In the end, his craving to feast and advance won. 
Nemesis reached out with his mind and carefully folded his mental aura around the queen. He traced the energy that ran to each member of her hive, quickly discovering those would act as anchors against his attack. Except he wasn’t going to use a traditional mental attack. Instead, Nemesis gripped her mental spark with his mind and ripped it toward him with everything he had.
The queen let out a high-pitched blast of agony that shook the cavern. Literally. Stones shattered and chunks began to fall all around him; Nemesis ignored it and pulled harder. The attending bees went mad. Their buzzing just added to the cacophony, and then they were zipping in his direction with an ominous hum. 
The first was mere feet from his muzzle when he finally tore the queen’s mind free. That drone dropped from the sky, slid across the tunnel floor, and slammed into him a moment later. Nemesis didn’t have time to worry about that—the bees were tugging at the queen’s mind like they were trying to draw her back.
He dug his claws into the ground and hunched his wings over his back, the instinctive posture a reflection of the fierce tug of war taking place in the mental ether around him. Then, with a final heave, Nemesis opened his jaws and sucked the queen’s spark into his mouth. 
With her came the minds of her colony. The bindings that allowed them to fight his attack now acted as ropes, pulling them into his core. He kept his jaws open and siphoned them out of the air. His core roiled with the power flowing into it, and he shook in response. He was forced to release the darkness mana in his scales, and almost before he knew it he’d collapsed onto his stomach, his muscles limp.
The energy surged and spun inside of him, and it was all he could do to keep it contained.
He knew he was vulnerable to attack in those moments, but he didn’t hear anything approaching him. There was still a muted buzz nearby, but nothing seemed to draw closer. Several minutes passed before the energy calmed, and when it finally stopped trying to escape, he found he could control his body once more.
Nemesis opened his eyes and discovered the bees that had been coming at him had all collapsed. He pushed them into a pile before him with his mind, then went to track down the ones he could still hear moving.
When he reached the sound, however, he stopped and stared. It was coming from the eggs. The larvae inside weren’t dead, nor were they thinking. He sensed no mental energy coming from them at all. 
I’ll leave them for now. Perhaps they’ll be useful for Harper or one of the others. If they don’t die, they’ll probably have more energy inside.
The chance the larvae even had cores was minimal. Because of that, it wasn’t hard to turn his attention away from the eggs and back to the dead bees. The drones were easy enough to devour. He simply scooped each into his mouth, chewed, then swallowed them down. Between their cores and their stingers, he was confident they would help correct the imbalance he had been feeling.
It was the queen that represented a problem for him. 
She was almost half his length, and he had no doubt her carapace was extremely valuable to crafters. It was also steeped in darkness and earth mana. He had no need for the latter, but the darkness would help him significantly. His eyes narrowed and he focused on her core. 
Chitin splintered, and whatever goo lurked inside the bee sloshed while he pulled that gemstone free. Nemesis snapped it out of the air, then turned his attention to her stinger. Without hesitation, he opened his jaws and bit off that potent weapon. He knew the cultivators would have wanted to claim it.
He simply wasn’t going to leave that as an option.
The venom sacks and stinger went down his throat with a single swallow, then he spat to clear his mouth of the residual ichor. He’d never cared for the taste of insects, and being larger simply meant there was more he had to stomach. 
“It’ll be worth it when I finish digesting all of this,” he mused. The queen’s carcass had started leaking with the holes he’d put into it, and Nemesis found the smell unpleasant. His nostrils flared, and then he sneezed. “Disgusting creatures.”
With a sigh, the dragon wrapped the queen and the eggs in his telekinetic grip. It wasn’t easy to float them back through the tunnel he’d used, and he realized how lucky he’d been. If the queen was any smaller, they wouldn’t have made an entrance large enough for me to use. This was fortuitous, but I can’t count on it happening often.
He paused to carefully exit the cave and set himself. Clinging upside down to the bottom of the mountain wasn’t easy, but he needed the secure platform to make sure he didn’t let his concentration lapse and crush the eggs. 
Once he had those floating steadily, he was able to let go of the mountain and spread his wings. The lava field provided plenty of thermal updraft to catch himself, and then he simply began flying back toward his cave. 
It confirmed his belief that hunting for himself was the correct choice. If the other creatures hiding in the shadow of the mountain were similarly attuned to the darkness, he could correct his imbalances in no time.
He simply had to make it clear to the sect that he wasn’t a pet they could keep leashed in a cavern. 
If nothing else, I can probably bribe the Elders with the queen’s body.






  
  Chapter Fifteen


Nemesis groaned. The lecture was  still going. It had been an hour and Elder Phon hadn’t stopped rambling about sect security, the cloaking mists, spiritual auras… Nemesis was once again considering eating him. Or at least a part of him. 
Elves can survive with only one arm, right? Just… snap, off it goes. I won’t even swallow it. I’ll be nice, spit it out, let him have a chance of putting it back on. Easy to forgive…
The black dragon let out a rumbling sigh that caused Phon to cease his pacing and stare. The elf was surrounded by a chill aura that would have been uncomfortable before Nemesis had developed his secondary core. 
“Am I boring you, Patriarch?” the Elder demanded. Nemesis was sure the man believed himself stern and authoritative, yet the dragon heard only the yapping of a scared ape sitting in  a tree. 
“Immensely,” Nemesis replied. Then, before Phon could get over his surprise, he continued, “Your arguments are stupid and I’m tired of listening to them. So allow me to inform you how things are going to change.”
Rising to his feet, Nemesis glowered down at the cultivator. While he stared, he sought to circulate the fire mana from his core through his scales. He couldn’t project the flames out without wasting most of the mana, but he found that the edges of those scales began radiating a noticeable heat of their own. 
Elder Phon was forced to surround himself with more of his frosty mana just to stave off the heat. The man scowled and Nemesis curled his scaly lips back to reveal his own fangs in response. 
“I will remain within the sect’s mist barrier,” Nemesis told him. “It is my understanding that that will contain my mana signature and prevent those on the outside from detecting me. I will hunt where and what I choose, excluding those spirit beasts the sect is raising for some reason. The reason for that is because I and I alone know what my requirements are to grow. If the sect seeks to hold me back from my personal growth, then I will leave.”
Elder Phon’s eyebrows scrunched over his squinting eyes. “You threaten to abandon the sect?” he demanded.
Nemesis laughed in the man’s face. “Abandon? I would have to feel some connection to the sect to be guilty of abandoning it. Right now, I feel some small loyalty to Alecto and Persephone, but both of them are strangely out of reach. If you’d like me to feel any kind of bond to the people on this mountain, then I suggest you allow me to interact with them instead of demanding I linger in a cave.”
Nemesis lowered his head until his muzzle was almost touching Phon’s nose. “As it stands… it almost appears like the sect has more interest in the potion skills of my rider than it does in my presence. But I can’t imagine your dedication to Nightshade’s heir is so shallow.”
“You dare—” Phon started to snarl. 
“Absolutely,” Nemesis interrupted, voice like thunder. “I am a dragon. I am no pampered spirit beast who is content to be led about. My power will continue to be harvested from the blood of my kills, and if you stand in my path, you’ll be removed. I will show respect for the sect when you offer the same to me. Is that clear?”
Phon’s narrowed eyes stared hard, yet Nemesis returned his gaze without blinking. He waited, patiently staring down the length of his nose at the elf. The Elder finally glanced away while releasing a breath that caused ice to form in the air before him.
That ice melted in the heat radiating off Nemesis’ scales and evaporated to steam before it could reach the ground. Nemesis acknowledged that moment of weakness by lifting his head and relaxing his stance. Slightly, then he flared his wings, and then folded them once more against his sides. 
The dragon lowered the mana he’d been circulating through his scales and allowed the cavern to return to a cooler temperature. The chill that Phon produced worked to spread frost all around him, and Nemesis watched as tiny veins of ice seemed to grow from the elf’s feet.
Just like he’d refused to blink, the dragon was also not going to be the first to speak. 
Phon cycled the snow and ice around himself, but Nemesis ignored it. To add insult to injury, he opened his jaws and let out a loud, extended yawn that caused the entire chamber to vibrate. The sound irritated him, but he took satisfaction in being petty toward the stubborn Elder.
Just give in, you green-haired bastard, Nemesis  muttered internally. I have no desire to keep rehashing the same arguments over and over… and I will leave. Don’t test me, otherwise none of us will come away happy.
His internal monologue faded when Phon finally deigned to speak. “Very well… It seems you are determined to push the Elders. I have heard that you’ve bothered Elder Song in the hopes of seeing Persephone and interfering with our traditions. We are having a meeting of the full council in two days’ time. I expect I shall see you there.”
The man seemed to explode into a flurry of snow that blew itself out of the cavern. Nemesis snorted in amusement. No matter how Phon viewed his departure, to the dragon the elf had fled just to be sure he’d gotten the last word. 
The Elder had been annoying him ever since he’d returned from his hunt with the carcass of the shadow bee. A gaggle of initiates had taken the body away to deliver it to Min be forged into armor for their group.
Nemesis didn’t know which of those prospective members had alerted Phon to what the dragon had done, but it had confirmed he couldn’t trust any of them. It appears my efforts to befriend them have been pointless… such a waste.
He did acknowledge that he hadn’t tried very hard to make them understand his glory. Befriending them had been a passing whim, and he hadn’t actually devoted himself to it. Now, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to bother. 
His stomach rumbled and Nemesis released an echoing belch. “Ugh, I hate eating bugs,” he muttered. Turning slow circles, the dragon contemplated the state of his stomach. The bear-sized insects had been more goo than anything. He had felt too full to eat the queen, yet now he found himself wondering if he needed to eat more.
“Too many mammoths. All that dense flesh has made me forget what it’s like to simply take a moment and digest my meals.”
Deciding to ignore his gut for the moment, Nemesis curled up on his gold and used his tail and wings to draw the coins in tight around his body. Once his treasure was suitably arranged around his body, he lowered his jaw onto his tail and closed his eyes. 
The cores he’d swallowed were radiating their power within him. With his eyes closed, he found himself better able to guide it into his cores. It had become second nature to trap the energy within his scales, but now he was squeezing that power to ensure he wasted as little as possible.
The majority of the energy went into his central core. The bees’ earth mana was useless to him, so he exhaled to blow it out through his nostrils. If Harper had been with him, he’d have allowed it to escape his body and increase the mana density of his cave. Without her, he simply wanted to get rid of it quickly.
The bees’ cores were also releasing sonic mana into him—something he wasn’t very adept with—and Nemesis found that energy unsettling. He’d never enjoyed loud noises, and he found himself shifting uncomfortably while trying to disperse the foreign power. The mana seemed to resist being exhaled, so he resigned himself to letting it bleed out the old-fashioned way.
Ugh, it’s like having things crawling under my scales. He shifted, adjusting his position in the hopes the strange vibrations would fade. If anything, the more he tried to ignore it, the worse it annoyed him. Alright, clearly meditation isn’t going to settle things. Maybe moving will.
Giving up, Nemesis surged to his feet and made his way out of the cavern. He flexed his wings, swung his tail, and found himself stepping high before slamming them against the ground in an effort to shake the strange sensation out of his flesh.
To his surprise, moving around actually did help him disperse the sonic mana. 
He launched himself into the air and turned his face away from the rising sun. He’d hunted the bees at night, and Phon had wasted quite a bit of his time after he’d returned, so now the sky above was bright and made his eyes ache. 
He swept in a long circle around his cavern while trying to decide where to hunt next. Fire, acid, and lightning are my most-needed mana types.
He had impatiently checked his scores after defeating the bees, but of course it was too soon to see any true growth. He let out a growl and wheeled through the air to head toward the base of the mountain once more. This time he fully intended to hunt among the lava fields. 
With luck, I’ll find a beast strong in fire and lightning. They’re more common near the peaks of volcanoes… I have no idea if there are any that might reside beneath a floating mountain.
Nemesis found his lack of information about the sect’s mountain frustrating. He could tell the area had been touched by something divine, yet it clearly wasn’t draconic. Did Nightshade have a divine patron? Did she find this mountain and conquer it for her followers? Where did Nightshade come from before she began to raise her rebellion against Kolos? I have too many questions.
He decided then and there he would force the sect to provide him a tutor for history. The instructors of magic they’d been sending him had been useless, though he hoped their historians were more valuable. If not, he might have a hard time not simply biting one of them out of annoyance.
Nemesis curved his wings, listening to them creak against the air with satisfaction. He let himself drift from side to side in pleasure at being able to fly freely. This put him in a good mood as he glided down and under the mountain. 
This time, he ignored the underside and the shadowy stones. His attention was focused entirely upon the glowing stone sea that swirled beneath the sect. 
Geysers of flames exploded into the air while dark stone islands floated across the molten rock. From time to time he saw those stones tilt and sink beneath the crimson fluid. A few true islands rose like small mountains, and each had their own ecosystem. Trees, flowers, ivy—all thrummed with fire mana. Spirit beasts moved among those isolated plants, and Nemesis watched one thick-shelled turtle crawl out from under a fruit bush and vanish into the lava.
The beast treated the liquid stone as if it were water. Its shell vanished beneath the surface after a few strokes of its flippers. Curious, Nemesis dropped closer to the lava fields, just to see how well he could withstand the heat. He was tempted to try and snatch the turtle up and eat it, but he soon found the lava was too intense for him.
It wasn’t the fire mana itself; that soaked into his scales and flowed toward his fire core. The mana types mixed with the flames, however, gave the heat the ability to damage him. The lava mana, the earth mana, the metal mana—all were capable of damaging him.
He didn’t need to descend far before he realized he would suffer grievous harm if he tried to touch the lava directly. I’ll need a different approach. Talia might have the resistances to swim through this, but I don’t.
Ideally, his mate would have been here to drive prey up out of the lava where he could catch it. Since he was lacking that, Nemesis circled the lake in an effort to spot more-accessible prey. He wasn’t in a hurry. Just flying where he was allowed him to absorb some of the energy he needed.
Finally, after nearly an hour of flight, he saw something he could use. One of the widest, lowest islands had a small grove of trees, and Nemesis spotted several winged shapes nesting in their branches. He couldn’t tell what type of beasts they were, but he was sure that anything living in this area would help mitigate his overabundance of ice mana.
Opening his jaws, Nemesis exhaled a brilliant blast of lightning into the grove. Crackling arcs of power exploded from the impact point and bit into the tree trunks. The strike shattered one trunk and toppled the tree, but Nemesis paid that falling debris no mind.
It was the flock that exploded into the air that he was focused on.
None of the birds were big—most of them were barely larger than ravens. But their feathers were crimson and yellow and they streamed fire behind them while they lifted into the air. Nemesis dove among them, jaws snapping violently.
The flock scattered in an effort to avoid him, but he managed to crush three between his fangs. An acrid flavor burned his tongue and it took an act of will to force himself to swallow. Molten metal. What kind of birds are these? he wondered. 
Unfortunately, he wasn’t given much time to try and figure out what he was eating—the flock had rallied and begun sweeping around him. The individual birds were small, but he’d severely underestimated how many of them were hiding within that grove.
Nearly a hundred of the things were now circling him, and all of them were harnessing their mana to fling feathers made of solid mana his way. Any interest he’d had in ignoring those attacks vanished when the first feather hit the leathery flesh of his wing. His skin hissed and the near-liquid metal seared its way straight through.
Nemesis bellowed in pain and swept the air around him with a telekinetic blast that knocked most of the feathers away. Two managed to strike him, though, and left charred holes in his scales. His head snapped up and twisted in the direction of the flock, then he exhaled a cloud of caustic gas. The green vapor billowed toward the birds—then exploded.
The detonation almost shoved him down into the lava, which was when Nemesis realized he needed to gain more height. His wings beat furiously as he drew himself toward the underside of the flying mountain. The birds, hurled in every direction by the explosion, began to swarm once more.
Nemesis could tell he wasn’t going to gain much height before the feathered pests caught up to him, which meant he was going to have to change his tactics if he wanted to avoid being badly burned.
The dragon roared, twisted in midair, and hurled himself directly into the flock.






  
  Chapter Sixteen


Flaming feathers streaked through the air at him. Nemesis gathered them with his mind, though they fought to resist his tampering with their flight paths. He could tell the birds had some natural ability that allowed them to guide their attacks. He was forced to struggle to ensure they missed him. 
Yet he managed to slide between them with only a few additional scars seared along his scales. His jaws snapped closed around two of the birds that didn’t evade him in time, and he swiftly swallowed the burning carcasses. 
Two was a drop in the bucket for this flock, however, and with him among them they were able to dive down to peck and claw at him. Their heat was enough to overcome the protection he gained from his own fire core, which meant his muscles were taking damage. Fortunately, the birds’ bodies weren’t powerful enough to penetrate his scales.
The true danger was the way they raked their talons across the leathery vanes of his wings. The small cuts weren’t enough to keep him from flying—small lacerations would close on their own—but the sheer volume of cuts was starting to endanger the membranes.
Nemesis was forced to spiral and continually shift his course in an effort to avoid letting them strike his wings in the same locations. His head darted out and he swallowed bird after bird; his tail also lashed out to break their bodies. 
He was mindful to use his telekinetics to guide any birds he crippled down to the island where he could recover them later, dropping them on top of the feathers he’d forced into the soil. Despite the constant damage he was taking, Nemesis felt confident he was going to win the battle. 
His jaws opened a moment later, only instead of biting at any of the birds, he vomited forth a blistering wave of cold air. Steam converted to snow and ice that was carried along in the path of his exhalation. He caught roughly a third of the remaining birds in the blast and was pleased to see the cold immediately freezing their bodies solid. 
He guided them toward the island but did nothing to slow the speed of their falls, as he had no way of knowing if they were dead or temporarily inconvenienced. Not until they hit the ground and shattered. 
Definitely dead, he thought with a smug pride in his own abilities. 
His momentary distraction cost him, however, when one of the largest birds slammed into his head and attempted to peck out his left eye. Nemesis managed to close his eyelid, but the talons gouged fierce tracks across his scales. The bird’s heat seared the eye and he knew he’d be without his vision on that side until the wound healed.
Twisting his neck, Nemesis impaled the bird on his thick horn, then flicked it up and caught it in his mouth. The crunch of its body between his fangs did little to soothe his ire, and he drew in air to express his rage with an explosion of death.
He never got the chance to release that breath attack.
The remnants of the flock let out shrieks of alarm and scattered. They flew away from him with all of their might, which left him confused. Why did they just break and run? They still around half their number?
Paranoid, Nemesis swept his telepathic sense around himself too ensure nothing was approaching on his blind side. There was a mental presence approaching, but instead of allowing it to worry him, Nemesis banked into a leisurely glide.
“Did they send you to find me?” he yelled. He made no effort to hide or escape. He flew casually, circling the island with his defeated foes.
“Nope,” Talia called back while she rose on a thermal updraft to begin flying alongside him. “I sensed a lot of mana being thrown around and wanted to see who it was. I thought maybe it was a sect hunting party, because of the different mana types. Should have known it was you.”
Nemesis felt warmed by the praise in her voice. When she ducked her head toward him he met the gesture, rubbing his skull along hers. For a moment, he felt a mild regret that dragon muzzles weren’t designed to kiss. 
“Apparently fighting a single dragon was the flock’s limit,” Nemesis said in amusement. “They fled when they sensed you coming.”
Talia let out a snort. “Steelfire sparrows are annoying. They breed ridiculously fast, and the metal in their feathers make effective weapons. You did me a favor in killing so many of them… and you preserved the bodies!”
Nemesis angled his flight to start descending toward the island. The heat of the lava lake was painful, but he forced himself to ignore that and land among the trees. Several of them were toppled by his bulk, but he paid that no mind.
A few seconds later, Talia landed beside him. She showed no discomfort at the stifling temperatures at all.
The advantage of a single overwhelming element. I’ve seen how the secondary cores offer less protection than my primary… and they’ve also made me more vulnerable in some areas, but stronger in others. The more powerful I can make those cores, the more I can ignore their respective elements.
Nemesis turned his attention back outward, then wrapped his tail around Talia’s and folded a wing over her back. Feeling her press her body against his side saw him rumbling in pleasure. A matching vibration ran through him when she let out a contented growl of her own. 
Talia guided him on how to strip down the sparrow carcasses to preserve their most valuable pieces. The feathers were all carefully piled, and Nemesis was surprised when he learned their bones were in high demand. Talia feasted on the meat and didn’t hesitate to swallow down the cores he offered her.
He kept the majority for himself—most he swallowed immediately. They’d been D-rank beasts for the most part, useless for advancing his power. Their value came in the way their fire mana began to ease the imbalance within him. His secondary core absorbed their energy like a sponge.
“What do you need to continue growing?” Talia asked. She’d begun rubbing the top of her head along his neck while he ate. He hadn’t been ignoring her, though his focus had definitely been on ingesting the cores. 
Nemesis grunted, then let out a huff of irritation. “I’ve got too much ice inside. I’ve already started addressing the imbalances with a couple hunting trips over the last day, but I need more acid, poison, lightning, and darkness to reach equilibrium. Sapient enemies would help a great deal as well, since their mental energies contain a great deal of harvestable power.”
“Hmmm.” Talia let out a thoughtful sound while her head rose and turned. She looked like she was searching for something, though Nemesis wasn’t sure what. “I think there was a natural treasure near the edge of the lava field that was harvesting lightning from the air… but you won’t like it.”
“Why?” he asked, surprised that she thought he’d hesitate.
“They’re gourds, blue-and-white-striped melons growing in a patch. I think the spot was struck by a powerful lightning attack and the seeds attuned to the residual energy. A waterfall that coming off the mountain hits the ground near where they grow, and the constant steam produces a small microclimate around the melon’s island. I think they influence the weather because lightning hits that spot regularly. Most of the beasts avoid it because they can’t handle the water mana.”
Truthfully, that sounded perfect to Nemesis. It being on the edge of the lava field, however, was an issue.
“Is it still within the sect’s fog barrier?”
He felt himself relax when Talia nodded. She peeled her lips to reveal her beautiful fangs, a draconic smile that Nemesis returned. When she tilted her head down and ducked her head below his to look up at him, he let out a snort. “Insatiable,” he rumbled in amusement.
She let out a pleased hiss and flexed the wing bones that grew from her sides to produce a golden ripple of flesh that ran most of the way down her body. “Are you complaining?” she teased.
“On the contrary, I intend to spend even more time with you and the others—I’ve given Phon an ultimatum. Unfortunately, that means I don’t have much time to linger outside my cave. He’ll be summoning me to see the other Elders soon… so I had best gather those gourds. Do they have a guardian?”
It was rare, in his experience, for powerful elemental plants to be left unattended. Spirit beasts were naturally drawn to such food sources out of desire to grow their own power. Others, like Nemesis, ate those beasts to take that power into themselves. It was the cycle of life.
But every so often, something seemed to just grow in an odd spot.
Talia rippled her wings again in her own version of a shrug. “Not that I have seen? But I haven’t gotten very close. The water mana off the falls is uncomfortable, and I have no real defense against the lightning strikes. I haven’t bothered to examine the melons because they’re useless for me.”
Humans would doubtlessly call her shortsighted for leaving the area be. They’d go on and on about the value of the melons and the money they might fetch selling them. Acquiring wealth is as simple as taking it from weaker beings… and wasting time hunting something that doesn’t advance our power is just that: a waste. Talia’s wise in sticking to her own elements. I can feel her progress.
He affectionately bit her neck and ran his fangs along her scales, then straightened his head once more. “Can you lead me to the falls?”
Without hesitation, Talia stepped away, flared her wings, and shot into the sky with a surge of fire mana lifting her up. She also, Nemesis noticed, had managed to secure the harvested materials from the sparrows using a spell of some kind.
One less thing for me to worry about, he thought happily. He scanned the island one last time just to be sure nothing had been left behind, then threw himself skyward to join his mate. The flight took nearly thirty minutes, which reminded him how large the island they flew beneath actually was. 
Before they were close enough to see the waterfall, Nemesis could smell it. The moisture in the air had risen significantly, and the sound of water slamming into the lava produced a continual hiss. His keen eyes spotted the lava hardening to boulders that churned outward and then began to melt once more. The heat around the falls was so intense the entire area was surrounded by superheated steam.
The brilliant flashes of lightning were near constant, and Nemesis immediately felt that energy resonating with his core. He folded his wings and dove into the steam without hesitation. He heard Talia shout something about going to sell the harvest, but he was too busy to respond.
The arcs of lightning that streaked toward the ground curved suddenly to slam into him while he dropped through them. He let the energy sink into his scales, greedily claiming it for himself. Each bolt left him feeling invigorated—and also blinded him.
He crashed into the ground with an abrupt thud that made his head spin. 
Nemesis scrambled to his feet and spun, trying to see if anyone had witnessed his embarrassing landing. His venom bubbled up, ready to be spat into any offending eyes… but he didn’t see anyone in the fog.
Swallowing his poison, the dragon straightened out his limbs and did a quick check to ensure his impact hadn’t damaged anything. Aside from the healing burns, he was fine. He folded his wings close to his ribs and began to follow the glow of mana.
The lightning continued to swerve toward him and he pulsed his secondary core in an effort to attract more. To his shock, something in the ground pulsed electricity back at him. Nemesis cast his mental senses into the soil of the island to see what was beneath him, yet he failed to detect any kind of mind.
It wasn’t until the ground began to shake that he detected the incredibly primitive thoughts of the worm—but by that point its jaws were breaking through the soil and attempting to swallow him.
The creature’s jaws clamped shut on his hind legs with a crunch that marked several scales of his hips breaking. Lightning surged across its rubbery flesh toward him and Nemesis sensed the attack was meant to paralyze. 
Fortunately, he was strong enough to shrug off that effect. He slammed his tail into the worm’s head, but the blunt damage did little to the thing. When he twisted his back and raked his talons across its body, it reacted by trying to suck him into the ground.
Despite being huge, the worm wasn’t actually large enough to manage that feat. Nemesis dug his forelegs into the soil and braced his backside with his long tail. He was forced to spread his wings to maintain his balance, which gave him the equilibrium to turn his head toward the worm.
The thing was powerful, a B-rank at least, but it was also a worm… a literal earthworm. 
The earth mana that saturated its body allowed it to move through the soil almost undetected, and the lightning mana gave it an attack that let the creature stun prey. It had developed into a predator of impressive strength.
But Nemesis was a dragon.
He slammed his head into the jaws that held him and his horns pierced through its thick hide. The wound wasn’t serious, but it was an opening that allowed Nemesis to spit his caustic venom directly into the monster’s body.
The acid bubbled and smoked while the flesh within began to rot from his poison. 
That caused the beast to release his legs and begin to soundlessly thrash and twist beneath the soil. Nemesis found his own body rising and falling as the ground beneath him continued to hump up at the worm’s death throes. 
The creature took a surprisingly long time to die.
When it finally stopped thrashing, he dragged it free of the dirt and stared. “This thing is huge,” he muttered. Digging the core out of it took even more time, and by the time he was done, Nemesis wanted nothing more than to toss the whole carcass into the lava. 
He resisted the impulse and swallowed the powerful core.
Once it was thrumming in his gut, he turned his attention to the lightning melons. He carefully separated them from their vines, leaving a few so the plant could continue to grow, then set them hovering around his head.
Taking a second look at the worm, Nemesis sighed.
“This thing is going to be such a pain to get back to my lair.”






  
  Chapter Seventeen


It turned out that the earthworm wasn’t that heavy, despite its size. Nemesis attributed that to the lightning mana in its flesh. Of course, that didn’t mean carrying it was easy. He’d been forced to sink all four legs’ worth of talons into the flesh, and still the only way to control the body’s swaying was to use his telekinesis to lift the remainder along behind him.  
Given the worm was well over a hundred feet long, it wound up repeatedly dragging toward the ground. The tail end caught on a boulder while he tried to emerge from underneath the floating mountain, and he spent a few moments cursing while he tried to untangle the rubbery flesh.
He had no desire to ruin the carcass if it was valuable. 
He really didn’t want eat a worm while he was still digesting the bees, though he knew the lightning-enhanced flesh would be good for him. It’s beneath me… as if I’m some puny bird plucking worms from puddles. At least its core has power to offer.
That thought brought his attention to his stomach. With the queen bee, her attendants, the sparrows, and now the worm all thrumming inside of him, the dragon was experiencing a bit of discomfort. He’d been splitting his attention into directing the various mana emanations into his body where it needed to go—but he sensed he was at his limit. 
If any of the cores he had swallowed before the worm had been more powerful, it might have resulted in him biting off more than he could chew. My desire to advance may have blinded me to some of the risks, but I will be far closer to balanced once I’ve finished digesting.
He heard shouting and realized he had flown directly over the sect’s town. The people below seemed somewhat shocked at the sight of a dragon carrying two hundred feet of worm through the sky. Nemesis let out a rumbling laugh when he realized that Phon would be dropping by to see him again soon. 
He was almost looking forward to it. 
By the time he deposited the worm across the entrance of his cavern, Nemesis was thoroughly sick of the smell. The carcass gave off a petrichor odor mixed with ozone and sulfur. It wasn’t necessarily a bad scent, so much as strong. It made scenting anything else impossible and he couldn’t wait to crawl into his cave to get away from it.
When he did slip into the cave, he was surprised to find Harper watching for him. She was reclining on his gold and reading from a dusty book. The sight caused him to stop short as a number of emotions struck him at once.
He was initially curious about the book. He hadn’t gotten to read anything new in a while and was instantly captivated, wanting to know what lurked within its pages. At the same time, he felt affection for Harper, and yet… the sight of her casually using his hoard for a seat caused a sense of outrage that almost drew a growl out of him.
Nemesis shoved that outrage away. Harper was his, so there was nothing wrong with having his treasure sitting atop his hoard. It was natural. 
Of course, while he was working through those feelings, Harper had looked up at him and was staring at him in confusion.
“Nemmy, why are there melons orbiting your head?”
Nemesis blinked his eyes and realized he had forgotten about the lightning melons. He carefully lowered them to the ground in front of Harper. “Found these while hunting in the lava fields. I was going to use them to enhance my core…” There was no hiding his distaste at that idea of eating melons, but he pushed through it, “…then a B-rank worm tried to eat me and I ate its core instead. Never encountered a lightning-infused worm before. It had a lot of earth to it, and I’m digesting a few other cores as well. You should call the others to join us while I work through this. I’ll be shedding a lot of mana soon.”
While he spoke, Harper had begun investigating the melons. He wasn’t sure what she was doing, aside from running her personal mana over the gourd. He knew it had something to do with her training in alchemy, but wasn’t positive of the particulars. 
He knew it would take her some time to inspect them. 
After curling up on his gold, Nemesis carefully piled it around himself while he got comfortable. The worm core had started shedding more mana and it wasn’t playing nice with the other energy inside him. He dropped his head to the cave floor and focused on controlling the surging power inside him. 
Harper moved around him, yet she didn’t interrupt his focus. He felt her hand stroke along his scaled jaw, then she was murmuring something. He almost opened his eye to see what she was doing, but a moment later he felt the familiar mana surge of a communication talisman. The flutter of paper wings told him the strip of paper had transformed and was off to find its targeted recipients. 
Meditating to ensure the mana he was digesting made its way into the appropriate cores, Nemesis lost track of time. None of the creatures he’d killed had been particularly good for his body, but since his priority was his cores, he wasn’t too upset about that. 
When Nemesis felt the lightning tapering off, he grunted. Too bad the worm wasn’t A-rank, that might have made it worth the smell. He blew air out of his nostrils and realized the fire and shadow cores were completely finished. Even the queen’s core had faded away.
He opened his eyes and found all of his partners gathered around him, all cultivating. Even Talia was there. She’d draped her golden form alongside his and his entire left side was warm from the energy she released. It made it hard for him to want to move. 
He was just about to close his eyes to go to sleep when he felt a mind approaching. The intruder stood out because she was not someone he trusted. He couldn’t read her thoughts over the jamming formations, but he didn’t sense outright hostility.
In fact, he sensed fear.
When she came through the entry cavern and began walking down the tunnel toward his sleeping area, he spoke up. “Introduce yourself before you dare enter my lair,” he rumbled. The cave amplified his words and made them echo down the cave. He wasn’t sure what it sounded like to the visitor, but she stopped dead and her fear grew in intensity. 
“P-p-atriarch! I’m Disciple Feng, sent to request you join the council of Elders,” she said. She pitched her voice to carry down the tunnel, though she didn’t need to. The acoustics were marvelous, and Nemesis almost felt like he could hear her heartbeat.
“Very well, tell them I’ll be there momentarily,” he said. 
His lovers had remained deep in meditation… except Talia. The gold dragon was simply asleep. Nemesis contemplated forcing everyone to leave, then shook his head. Instincts can be so foolish. Why would I drive away the people who would protect my belongings most? What better guards could I ask for? This is why I am more than a simple beast… I use my head. Proud of himself, he carefully rose to his feet and stepped around the cultivating women to move into the tunnel that would take him to the surface. 
Once he’d emerged, he saw the woman standing there—she’d turned and fled the cave when she heard him moving. He was glad she hadn’t left completely, because he had no idea which way the Elders’ meeting chamber was. 
There was no way he’d let her ride on his back, so instead he wrapped her in his telekinetics and threw himself into the air. She let out a startled scream as he dragged her into the sky with the might of his mind. Huh, I suppose dwarves might not be used to flying on their own. 
He let her shriek for a few minutes while he got himself to a good height to glide, then turned his head to stare at her. It wasn’t hard to float her directly in front of his jaws, and when his eyes met hers she snapped her mouth closed with a clop that was audible over the flap of his wings. 
“Would you be so kind as to point where we’re going?” he asked. He did his best moderate his voice into a respectful tone, though he wasn’t sure he hid the annoyance he felt at having to ask at all. If they truly wanted to give me my due, they’d have come to me, he thought, then amended himself. Not that I’d want them all gathering in my lair, so perhaps this is for the best. 
The dwarf shakily raised a hand and pointed toward the city. Nemesis banked and smoothly turned to follow the gesture. Instruction from her didn’t come as smoothly as he’d hoped. The woman kept closing her eyes and whimpering when he turned. 
By the time they finally reached the tower carved into the mountainside, he was contemplating eating her simply to silence the sounds of her fear. When he dropped her onto the stone floor of the entryway she fell to her knees and started to kiss the sculpted rock.
I was right, he mused while taking in the tower entrance. The place is carved to allow dragons inside. 
He didn’t even have to duck his head when he moved through the doorway. While the outside had been sculpted to look like brickwork and careful architecture, Nemesis discovered the interior was a massive cavern. The place opened up the moment he got through the entry, and the ceiling rose for the entirety of the tower’s height.
But the mana flow in the cave was far weaker than he’d expected. He could see thin streams of mana flowing toward inscriptions that ringed several of the stalagmites and stalactites. 
The mana flowed into the stones and vanished. He couldn’t see deep enough into the rock to tell where it was being funneled, but it was definitely being drawn out of the cave. I wonder why the Elders would want a mana-weak environment to meet in?
It was a puzzle, one he turned over in his head while he stalked deeper into the cavern. Then he felt the realization flash through him. Of course! Humanoid cultivators can’t store nearly as much power within themselves as a beast. Their cores develop far later in life… and not naturally. After that, they forge a new soul within it out of mana. Once they’re ready, they shatter their cores and reform around their souls. If the Elders are all at the stage of having their cores full, they’ll want to deny extra mana to any who challenge them. That would allow them to overpower upstarts.
Nemesis snorted and shook his head. A cowardly tactic. If they’re not strong enough to defeat a cultivator without a core, they don’t deserve to be running this sect. The movement of his head, however, caused him to notice how some of the formations were trying to siphon magic out of him. His crimson eyes narrowed and he bared his fangs. 
For just a moment, he considered smashing the formations.
Then he reluctantly focused on deepening his mana control. He made sure nothing was leaking from his scales, before he continued his journey. He would have enjoyed the comforting darkness, except glowing formations provided a brilliant illumination through the entire cave. In fact, he was forced to squint because of how bright the lights were.
He’d entered a tall tunnel that smelled of Elder Phon before he realized the brightness was probably an intentional move to put him ill at ease. His affinity for darkness was well known among the Elders. Yet instead of allowing himself to grow frustrated, Nemesis focused on the darkness mana within himself.
Once more, he pushed it out into his scales. He was careful not to try and send it into the air, simply enhancing his body with it. The sound of his footfalls faded to the point he couldn’t hear his own movement; the exact details of his body grew hazy. By the time he emerged into the council chambers, he was a dragon-shaped blob of darkness. 
The Elders had been speaking, though sadly of nothing important, and they all fell silent when his black shape appeared before them. Elder Phon and Elder Smoke rose and summoned mana around themselves. Whatever defensive technique they were starting broke when the room flared in crimson light.
Formations drained the mana from the air and they grimaced in frustration. Elder Song, however, burst into a tinkling laugh that echoed through the chamber. “Apologies, Patriarch, but are the lights set too strong for you?”
“No,” Nemesis said. He examined the room slowly and noticed a smooth dais that dominated one entire wall. The stone had clearly been shaped to cradle a dragon’s body, so he didn’t hesitate to mount it and drop himself belly down onto the rock.
That gave Elder Song pause, her eyes narrowing slightly. Nemesis raised his tail and flicked it the way a human might use their hand to dismiss something unimportant. “I understand you’re prepared to discuss the proper way we should be dealing with each other?” he rumbled.
In between their enjoyable reunion exertions, Kaia had drilled it into his head that he had to do his best to claim the conversational momentum right away when dealing with the Elders. She’d insisted that if he appeared completely in control, it would put them in a weaker position. He’d had his doubts, but Min had confirmed that her father regularly used the same technique in his own negotiations.
Seeing the repulsed look on Phon’s face while the green-haired elf resumed his seat, Nemesis silently thanked Kaia for the advice. The man opened his mouth, but he was interrupted by Smoke.
“If you mean we’re here to talk about the way you’re trying to run roughshod over the sect traditions, then yes!” the old man snapped. He might have said more, but Elder Song rapped her knuckles on the table.
“Gently, Elders. Let us not forget the dignity inherent in our station. We are the guiding lights of the sect. It is our duty to represent the way forward for all those who gather under our banner.”
“Nightshade’s banner,” Nemesis corrected. The woman blinked, seemingly surprised. “I assume you meant to say Nightshade’s banner. After all, isn’t the reason you sacrifice spirit beasts so you can return her from beyond the grave?”
The Elders’ faces had hardened while he spoke. Elders Ji Daine and Cynthia were the pair he hadn’t yet met, and their faces were the hardest to read. He assumed their stony expressions reflected the same displeasure he sensed from the others, but the Elders were all shielded against his mental senses.
“I can see we’re going to have much to discuss,” Song said with a gentle smile.






  
  Chapter Eighteen


Any hopes it would be a quick meeting died the moment the Elders began presenting their opinions, most speaking over each other. Nemesis continued to flood his scales with mana to make it harder for the bickering Elders to see his features.  
Once he was settled with his jaw resting across the back of a foreleg, he decided to actually pay attention to the arguing figures.
“—preposterous!” Smoke shouted. “We cannot simply let some spirit beast with no grasp of sect politics start upending a hundred years of tradition! We have made this sect the power it is today—a power even the Empire is cautious of!”
“Yet he is the descendant of Nightshade, I have confirmed that,” Song countered. Nemesis took in her reserved body language and contained his frustration at the complete void where the priestess’ emotional aura should be. She was skilled at controlling her expression, which made it difficult to decipher her motivation. 
I don’t think she’s actually supporting me so much as angling for a stronger position among the loyalists. That fire of hers is clearly the source of her power, and sacrificing spirit beasts feeds it. It must let her purify the mana without corrupting her core… but what about her soul?
The dragon found himself wishing he had access to soul mana—sadly, it was outside his abilities. She seemed to put on airs to appear refined and genteel, yet he would not have been shocked to discover her soul was a corroded sore blighting the world. 
“Embracing Nightshade’s legacy and her child are not the same things,” Elder Phon said. He clasped his hands before himself and leaned forward to rest his elbows on the surface of the counter. “Nightshade gathered the founders of our sect, she taught them our mantra, and she showed them a path to personal power. In many ways, all of us who follow Nightshade’s teaching have far greater claim to this heritage than a hatchling who never even met her.”
At that, Nemesis did let out a deep growl. The sound vibrated through the chamber for a few seconds, and the Elders fell silent. Song looked at him and arched one eyebrow slightly. “You wish to speak?” she asked.
Whether she’d intended it or not, Nemesis took her words to be patronizing. He peeled his lips back to reveal his fangs, though none of the councilors showed any signs they could see it through the darkness coating his form. 
“Not to contradict the Elder Phon, but Nightshade was present at my birth,” he said in reply. Nemesis did his utmost to keep his voice casual, hoping they couldn’t divine the truth of those circumstances with some technique he wasn’t familiar with. 
“She was?” Elder Song gasped, confused. Nemesis was pleased to see the news had shaken her. “Where is she now?”
The desperation in her voice confused him. Have I misjudged her? Does she truly wish to see Nightshade return? He’d be shocked to discover the priestess actually cared for his mother or her legacy. 
That vague hope died at the woman’s next words. “Nightshade’s remains are sacred. They belong in the temple!”
“I won’t lead you to them. The humans who knew where to find them are dead at my claws. Do not even contemplate it,” Nemesis rumbled in a dark tone. “I had thought you might hope your founder was still alive… yet it seems you’re merely vultures hoping for scraps.”
Nemesis knew exactly how valuable an S-rank dragon corpse was. There was no chance that her core remained after so long. Some creature would have overcome its fear to investigate the cavern and found it by now. Likely, if the beast didn’t kill itself attempting to consume something so powerful, it was now on its way to becoming a local ruler. 
For all I know Caleb harvested the core himself and sold it to some rich noble. The thought disgusted him, just as the greed he saw reflected on the faces of the Elders did. Even the two who had yet to speak wore looks of avarice at the thought of acquiring materials from a dragon corpse.
Song protested her innocence, and Smoke jumped in to challenge her right to the corpse. The meeting descended once more into chaos as the Elders argued back and forth. They occasionally threw an entreaty his way, but he ignored them. While they bickered, he studied Cynthia and Ji Daine. 
The purple-haired dwarf gave off an aura of solidity that was hardly diminished by the mana siphons drawing energy out of the air. She kept exchanging glances with her husband, the gray-haired human male. Despite his beard and hair being the color of a rainy sky, his face was completely free of wrinkles instead. 
Nemesis suspected they were communicating somehow, though he couldn’t figure out the method. Mana constructs would be drained by the room, and the anti-psionic formations in this chamber were extreme. 
Yet the more they glanced at their fellow Elders, then back to each other, the more Nemesis was convinced they were speaking. Then Ji Daine removed a smooth granite sphere from his robes and slammed it down on the tabletop. The globe gave off a shower of sparks and the resulting bang was quite impressive. 
Nemesis barely contained his wince. 
“We have drifted far afield of the reason for this meeting. We gathered to discuss loosening the restrictions on the Patriarch and the proposition to allow him to meet with the dragon Persephone, who is still in seclusion,” Ji Daine said. His voice was light and airy, almost feminine. 
It was not what Nemesis had been expecting from a man married to a dwarf. The dragon flicked his eyes to Cynthia and saw her rubbing her calloused palms together. “Progress on the bloodline potion has stalled, and I strongly suspect it will not advance without the goodwill of the Patriarch,” she announced.
For the first time, she seemed to actually look at him, and Nemesis knew immediately: she was no spirit beast. Her eyes were calculating, cautious, and evaluated him with a cunning that belonged purely to the world of humanoid politics. 
“It saddens me to know my rider has failed to produce results for you. I’ll be sure to speak with her when we’re together once more,” Nemesis promised with an utter lack of sincerity. He rustled his wings. “I would have advised her sooner… but it has been so hard to find time to talk to her.”
He drew the mana from his scales and back into his core, finally allowing them to see him clearly. Once he was sure they were focused on him, he began tapping his talon against his jaw. “It almost feels like there have been forces at play trying to keep me isolated from my lovers… yet I know that cannot be. But don’t worry, now that we’re correcting the scheduling problems, I am sure many things will begin to go more smoothly.”
Phon’s face clouded, but he remained silent after Smoke placed a hand over his forearm. The old human shook his head, and Nemesis watched while Phon nodded in silent agreement. Cynthia, meanwhile, offered Nemesis a neutral smile. “That is marvelous to hear. The ability to reliably gain a bloodline is a powerful one. I am sure you understand its value to the sect.”
“Its value to the sect, certainly, but not to me. I’m a dragon, I have no use for bloodlines… I am already at the apex of creation,” Nemesis returned. “Meanwhile, you have hounded my rider, kept me isolated, and tried to feed me like a pet… and not even with food most valuable to me. Your actions have slowed my growth, imbalanced my core, and left me lacking for the company I cherish. Tell me, why should I not view you as enemies?”
Cynthia cocked her head. Nemesis expected some defense, some claim that he misunderstood the situation. Instead, she glanced up at her husband. Ji Daine inclined his head slightly. “You… are right,” the man said.
Phon slapped a hand on the table, glowering at Ji Daine. “How dare you! We have done nothing except look after this sect!”
Ji Daine rolled his eyes, and Nemesis found himself fighting back a chuckle at the look the human threw Phon. “Everything Patriarch Nemesis has said has been accurate. His aura is clearly that of darkness and poison, yet your hunting parties continually feed him ice mammoths because they are the easiest to attain. Smoke has kept the formation student isolated in his tower. You’ve demanded the gold dragon spend her time hunting the lava fields… and I have monopolized the woman who lost her dragon just so she can aid in healing Persephone. How have we not kept his lovers from him?”
Elder Song rose to her feet and spread her fingers. She leaned forward slightly. “Elder Daine, you make it sound as though there was some conspiracy to keep the Patriarch weak—”
“Wasn’t there?” Cynthia interrupted; voice harsh. She rose to her own feet, though that didn’t do much, as she didn’t quite reach five feet in height. “Alecto sent back a formal report listing that Nemesis rose from D-rank to B in under a year’s time. His coterie experienced similar growth, though not as intense. Who among us was not concerned the dragon might rise even higher with access to the full might of the sect?”
A brief flicker of rage crossed Song’s features, then the entire council vanished behind swirling mana. The formations that had been drawing that mana out of the air suddenly reversed and created a shield he couldn’t penetrate. To Nemesis, it was like a shimmering wall had solidified in front of the Elders.
He stretched out his tail and felt a thrum of power that burned against his flesh before he’d even touched the barrier. Well, now I have a better idea of what those formations do, he thought. It would appear they need some time to discuss things among themselves.
I suppose I can catch up on my rest.
Nemesis curled his tail around himself and rested his head upon it. He carefully adjusted his wings so they were flat against his spine, then closed his eyes. On one level he knew it was foolish to place himself in a vulnerable position in front of the council of Elders… on the other, he loved the idea of showing his contempt for them by having them discover him asleep when they finished their arguments. 
He tapped his acid core and allowed a bit of the green vapor to seep from his nostrils every time he exhaled. By the time he truly fell asleep, the council chamber had filled with a haze of acidic gas that set the nearby stones to sizzling. 
“Patriarch!” Phon’s bellow woke Nemesis with a start.
He opened his eye begrudgingly and saw the energy barrier had thinned but not been canceled completely. The reason was fairly obvious. However long he’d been sleeping had apparently been long enough to fill the entire meeting chamber with noxious gas. The stones all gleamed like new—the acid had eaten everything it could dissolve off their surface.
The smell wasn’t particularly good, though it didn’t bother him much—and it certainly didn’t smell as bad as the worm had.
Nemesis stretched his wings, arched his back, and let his tail lash while making a show of rousing himself. “Yes?” he asked.
Phon’s face took on a shade of red that the dragon hadn’t realized elves could achieve. The man opened his mouth, but Elder Song spoke first. “Could you be so kind as to withdraw your breath?” she asked. He found her voice surprisingly friendly, given the tone of the meeting so far. 
There was no trace of the rage he’d seen in her before the barrier went up. She was back to looking serene and untroubled. His response was to flap his wings repeatedly. Each stroke caused a down draft that forced the acid cloud to disperse. 
Nemesis was amused by their reactions. He let himself yawn once more to reveal all of his fangs, then settled back onto his belly. “Is that better?” he asked. Pretending to be polite was annoying, but he did his best.
“Thank you,” Song replied. She clasped her hands before her chest and inclined her head to him. “The council has discussed your positions and agreed that you should have the freedom to roam our territory like any other member of the sect.”
“Marvelous.”
“Therefore, we propose that you be given the rank of initiate and be allowed to work your way up, the same as anyone else. This will not change the honor due you as the Patriarch, but it will allow us to teach you Nightshade’s ways. After all, you have said it yourself: the sect belongs to her. We must honor the traditions she established.” 
Nemesis blinked. It took him a moment to comprehend what Song had just said, and then he was forced to throttle back his instinctual rage at their attempts to demote him. His jaw flexed as muscles tensed and he felt his fangs grating against each other.
Elder Ji Daine took that momentary lull to speak. “We will, of course, offer you full credit for the spirit beasts you have already cleared as part of your hunting. We understand that you recently destroyed a nest of shadowscream Bees, an entire flock of steelfire sparrows, and a never-before-seen species of B-rank worm, is that correct?”
Nemesis breathed out slowly, then nodded his head. “It is,” he managed. The steady gaze of Elder Cynthia drew his attention. When she met his eyes, she winked. Otherwise, there was no sign at all that she offered any kind of support. 
Yet again, Nemesis truly regretted the dampening aura that kept him from reading their minds. This is intolerable. Being unable to tell what lurks behind their flat faces and lying eyes. How does Harper stand this? Ugh. I’ll have to pay more attention to the expressions of my partners while we talk. Maybe then I’ll be better at reading these snakes.
Facing a potential weakness wasn’t pleasant, but Nemesis couldn’t let himself dwell on it—Elder Daine had resumed speaking.
“Given the nature of those threats, I think it only fair to advance the Patriarch to the rank of acolyte. After all, the average initiate could never defeat a B-rank spirit beast. We must recognize how far above his station the challenge was.”
He almost spat his venom at the gray-haired human before he realized the trick Daine was offering in his breezy tones. Cynthia’s lips curled in a tiny smile and she turned to face the other Elders. “I am forced to agree. No normal initiate could manage to face so many high-ranked spirit beasts. Patriarch Nemesis must be evaluated as a combat prodigy. Given that status, acolyte is the least of the accolades he has earned. In fact, I think he might be worthy to be taken on as a disciple.”
Ji Daine nodded, looking at his wife like she’d made a brilliant suggestion. “Wonderful proposal! Given his high combat skills and intimate knowledge of dragons… I think I will take him on myself. Patriarch Nemesis, would you do me the honor of becoming my disciple and helping me tend the dragon Persephone personally?”
Before Nemesis could respond, Elder Phon snarled and stalked away from the table through a door cleverly hidden in the wall behind the council table. Elder Smoke scowled at them all and then left as well.
Nemesis couldn’t stop a laugh from escaping between his teeth.
“I think I would enjoy that, Elder Daine. I accept.”






  
  Chapter Nineteen


Elder Song simply wished him congratulations before she departed. If he hadn’t seen that brief moment of anger from her earlier, he would have thought this situation pleased her. Nemesis could have spent more time lamenting on his inability use psionics on the Elders, and he considered it… then he rejected the waste and turned his attention to the pair who remained. 
“When do we go see Persephone?” he demanded. Enough time has passed in this sect that I’ve fallen behind in my own goals. I’m done operating on their timeline. Soon, I’ll have the freedom to do as I please and the power to ensure they can’t stop me, he thought.
Cynthia and her husband exchanged another of those meaningful glances, then turned their full attention back to him. “We can go immediately, Patriarch…” Ji Daine said, “but I should prepare you. Persephone has been… suffering. She and Glaive were partnered for a significant length of time. Severing the bond has left deep wounds on her soul, even though she chose to do it herself. These wounds have manifested on her body.”
That wasn’t a comforting thought. “Will she live?” he asked. The idea of Persephone dying caused him to feel uncomfortable. The resulting emotions were muddled. There was contempt for someone who wasn’t strong enough to survive their chosen path, but also a gnawing worry. The depth of concern he attributed to the fact that she’d been a key figure in his life for much of his time as a hatchling.
I’d never call her mothering; she always made her position above us far too clear for the human notion of family to apply, but that doesn’t change the fact that she helped me grow when others would have been content to see me fall. There is a debt there.
While he was lost in thought, Ji Daine had apparently begun to speak. “—ome signs of discomfort will be evident when she moves. The greatest damage is the lethargy and weakness. With her soul damaged, she isn’t gathering mana the way she should. If we can’t convince her to start hunting, then she’ll likely die of mana loss in a few years.”
Nemesis spread his wings and swept them down with a snap, then folded them back against his sides while he stared at the Elders. Neither had reacted to the sudden movement. Both seemed to expect something from him, with Ji Daine going so far as to raise one eyebrow slightly.
“We go now, then. There’s no time to waste.” 
He was glad their response to his order was to bow and walk around him to exit through the main doors. He wasn’t sure he had the patience to deal with more arguments and evasive comments, and he’d already begun regretting the time he’d spent with the council when he could have been out hunting. 
Cynthia waved a hand and a two-handed hammer made from some dark metal appeared in her grasp. She tossed the maul toward the ground and it began to float. Nemesis watched as she stepped up onto it and lifted off the ground. Turning his attention to Ji Daine, he saw that Elder was simply walking across the air like it was the simplest thing in the world.
For himself, the dragon spread his wings and took flight. The human didn’t appear to be capable of great speed, yet he consistently stayed a few paces ahead of Nemesis. Studying the flows of mana around Ji Daine, Nemesis could tell there was something at work beyond just air mana. It wasn’t the advanced mana that Glaive’s brother had used so crudely, but it might have been related.
Whatever the technique, it allowed Ji Daine to make good time in crossing the city and climbing the mountain toward a series of small towers set above the snowline. The ivory structures rose into the air and Nemesis saw slim walls circling the place, likely to keep spirit beasts away. 
Formations had been carefully inscribed along the walls of each tower and they channeled the formidable mana density in the air around them into a healing formation. It didn’t take much effort to conclude that these towers were where the sect sent their members to recover from grievous wounds. 
I should make sure Kaia studies some of these formations. Being able to activate a healing inscription within my lair would go a long way to quicken recovery, should I ever take a serious injury. 
Nemesis was surprised to find that they moved past the healing house. Ji Daine led him farther up the mountain, and among those snowy peaks a crystal cave gleamed. The light from the ice and snow seemed to gather within those crystals and flow into the mountain—the perfect lair for a light-aligned dragon like Persephone. 
Cynthia dropped down and stepped onto the ice. Her hammer vanished back wherever it had come from and she tapped her finger against a gong that Nemesis saw hanging from the crystalline entrance. That simple feature stunned him. That… would be so convenient. I’ll need to have one made at once.
He was sure Min could manage it, as she’d been making armor for the others for some time. A metal plate can’t be that difficult. He flared his wings to slow his momentum, then took care not to land on Ji Daine. The human was still somehow a few steps ahead of him. The man seemed to be taking everything with a casual ease that Nemesis suspected stemmed from a nature that might be far less human than it appeared. 
“Come in,” Persephone said from within the brilliance of her cave, words lifeless—Nemesis felt himself shiver reflexively. His former mentor had always been so intensely animated, to hear her sound empty made his stomach churn.
He didn’t hesitate to start walking forward into the cave. The walls appeared to be a mixture of crystal and ice, woven together somehow to create something that wasn’t quite stone. Whatever the material was enhanced the light to the point that Nemesis was forced to squint. The mana in his core writhed in discomfort at the mana he was moving through. 
Ji Daine and Cynthia showed no signs of having issues while walking ahead of him. Nemesis had to force himself to slow his pace and not charge past them. He found that the closer he drew to Persephone, the more his concern for her wellbeing gnawed at him. 
Nemesis noted his claws striking sparks off the cave floor and made sure to relax his toes. He had no desire to leave gouges in Persephone’s cave that might be taken as a challenge. He noticed a tiny relaxation in the muscles of Cynthia’s back, though he couldn’t be sure if it was because his steps had grown quieter, or if she’d been worried about a confrontation. 
He found it hard to care what worried the dwarf, especially when he laid eyes on Persephone.
The A-rank dragon was twisted into a knot of dull, steel-gray scales that encircled a mound of ice. It took a moment for Nemesis to register that the ice was filled with frozen coins and gemstones. Persephone kept her hoard frozen, which he found… odd.
But gone was the luminous, glowing quicksilver of her power. Instead; she looked like rejected metal, absorbing the light around her and leaving her flesh shadowed. Her head rested on a chunk of stone, and Nemesis could clearly see the pain in her eyes.
On top of that, Persephone was weeping tears of blood.
The sanguine ice beneath her head was a grisly pillow, and the fact she didn’t move her head from it at all disturbed him. The crimson boulder seemed like it had actually started to grow up around her head, which indicated she hadn’t moved in quite some time.
Those lifeless eyes turned on him and Nemesis forced himself to meet her gaze. He kept his body still to avoid betraying the shock he felt. Ji Daine walked toward Persephone and with a flick of his hand shattered the ice around her head. She just huffed in response. Nemesis saw that she didn’t even give the human a glance.
“Are you here to finally eat me?” she asked with a disturbing lack of interest. Nemesis found himself aching for even a hint of her former mania. This… listless apathy bothered him. If nothing else, he was embarrassed for her.
“Is that what you’re hoping for? A simple death to fuel the path of someone else? Perhaps the sect should go through with sacrificing your core to Nightshade’s temple. You can power Elder Song’s domain and also allow them to make fantastic armor from your scales,” he rumbled in response. 
Elder Ji Daine shot him a look that Nemesis took to be disapproval. His wife crossed her arms and glowered at him. Nemesis didn’t care. He pushed forward until his head was looming over Persephone’s.
She was still longer than him by a considerable margin, but his frame was thicker through the shoulders and torso. If he had to guess, he would assume their weight was similar; her lack of wings completely changed the musculature along her spine. 
He took that in while he raised his foreleg and dug his talons under her chin. She stared at him apathetically, even when he wrenched her head up out of the icy puddle that had begun reforming around her jaw. Once they were nose to nose, Nemesis rubbed his jaw along hers. 
“Or you could stop being a whiny bitch and come hunting with me… and we could spend some time together?” he offered, the aggression of his previous comment completely gone. “Because you are cherished, and there are those who would miss you should you fade.”
The words took a moment to register, but when they did, Persephone blinked at him in shock.
“Did you call me a bitch?” she asked, surprise coloring her voice.
“I called you a whiny bitch. Though… perhaps apathetic is a better word? Pathetic? Whimpering? Humans have so many words for it, and I’m honestly not sure which one applies best. I’ve never thought about which I might need to apply to a dragon.”
A new emotion began flooding Persephone’s eyes. It strengthened with every word Nemesis spoke, and by the time he finished talking he had backed away toward the entrance of her lair. He had no desire to be in reach when that temper ignited. 
The Elders, being sensible creatures, fled ahead of him. He didn’t turn his back on her, he faced her while navigating the tunnel backward. He also didn’t stop taunting her. “Though, I suppose if I were as old as you I might want to take an extended nap too. It has been a long time since you’ve been out from under the Scaleguard’s thumb. Maybe you need a reminder on how to guide your own fate?”
The roar that shook the cavern helped propel him the last several feet through the entrance. Elder Cynthia stared at him in shock. “What are you doing?” she demanded. Nemesis let out a laugh and threw himself into the air before he gave her a response.
“Motivating her!”
Ji Daine grabbed his wife, and the pair of them were suddenly a hundred feet down the mountainside. That proved wise, because Persephone exploded out of her tunnel like one of Harper’s javelins. The dragon twisted the moment she was free and streaked up at Nemesis.
The black dragon was forced to spin to let Persephone hurtle past, and he snapped out a claw to slap across her tail the exact second she overshot him.
“Tag, you’re it!” he roared.
“You impudent whelp!” she yelled while curling on herself in midair and trying to catch him in her jaws. Due to her long build, Persephone’s legs weren’t suited for clawing anything she wasn’t flying above or coiling around. That meant Nemesis simply had to focus on avoiding her head and keep her from looping around him.
That… proved easier said than done. Despite her low mana reserves, Persephone was still an A-rank dragon. She was far more powerful than he was, and it showed in how she maneuvered through the air. Unlike him, she had no reliance on the wind or flapping wings to power her turns. 
Less than a minute into her pursuit, Persephone’s head slammed into his ribs hard enough for bones to crack and for him to get knocked away. Fortunately, the blow knocked him upward and he was able to gain even greater height. When Persephone came in for a second attack, he knocked her head away with his heavy tail. 
The pair of them spiraled higher still, and Nemesis noticed that the more she flew in the sunlight, the brighter Persephone’s scales began to glow. She was drawing in mana from the air around her, which had been his goal… though he was starting to worry he’d taken it a bit too far.
Thanks to her inadvertent boost, Nemesis had altitude, and that allowed him to slide into a low-hanging cloud in an effort to open the distance between them. 
It was when her teeth clamped onto his tail that he truly started second-guessing himself. A bellow of pain escaped him and several of his scales broke under the pressure of her jaws. She somehow flipped herself and wrapped her long body around him. Her shining bulk trapped his wings against his sides and her claws sank into his hips.
Then they were falling.
The snowy mountainside began to grow while they dropped and Nemesis found himself struggling against Persephone’s strength. “Persephone… we’re going to crash,” he called. Nemesis repeated his words, this time forced to raise his voice to be sure she could hear him over the rushing wind. He’d tried to reach out to her telepathically first, but her mind had rejected his mental intrusion.
Her growl caused his entire spine to vibrate. 
That was all the answer he got out of her before they slammed into the snow. The force should have shattered his body; the speed they were going and their combined weight was more than enough to overpower his personal strength—except they didn’t.
Just before they’d hit the ground, Persephone had released an aura of shimmering light that somehow absorbed most of the impact. They still struck hard enough to blast snow and ice into the air, yet none of his scales or bones broke.
Persephone’s coils shifted and Nemesis was helpless to prevent her from rolling him onto his back. Her jaws released his tail and she practically slithered up his belly until her head was hanging over his own. Her glowing eyes stared into his. She let out an ominous hiss, then her jaws opened.
Yet instead of biting his face, which he’d half expected her to do, Persephone flicked her tongue against the center of his nose. “You want to spend time with me?” she asked in a surprisingly quiet voice.
“Obviously,” Nemesis said in return. Then he let out a chuff of laughter. “But seeing how rough you play… Now I want to more than ever.”
This time she did nothing to stop him from feeling the blend of sad joy radiating out of her.






  
  Chapter Twenty


Once the initial adrenaline wore off, Persephone seemed to struggle a bit to keep from sliding back into depression. She slithered off of his body and began to curl into a knot, but Nemesis caught one of her horns and dragged her head upward. 
With his cracked ribs from their roughhousing, it hurt to roll over and force her to stay uncoiled, but he managed it. His body was already starting to heal, and Persephone didn’t fight him this time, which helped make things easier. 
‘None of that,’ he scolded telepathically. ‘We’re going to go hunting and you’re going to eat something you killed with your own fangs. Got it?’
Persephone blew out a breath like a sulking child. ‘What’s the point?’ she asked. Her mental voice was surprisingly weak, though he could still hear her. What she broadcast clearly, however, was her emotional state. The question was accompanied by an overwhelming sense of sadness, like she truly couldn’t grasp what good might exist for her future.
Nemesis found himself at a lost in how to deal with that kind of pain. He rubbed his head along her neck and nipped her along the back of her jawbone. ‘Because life goes on. It might seem hard, and I don’t want to minimize your pain… but there are new bonds to be formed. I’m helping Min, and I can also help you.’
If he hadn’t felt the flicker of hope that formed within her, he might have thought she hadn’t heard him. Persephone turned her head so she was staring into his eyes. He met her gaze without flinching. The chill wind blew over them and Nemesis could hear smaller beasts moving away from them through the snow. 
Refusing to break eye contact, Nemesis slowly drew his body up and adjusted his legs under him so he could leap into the sky. His wings spread, mantled for a moment, then furled back against his spine. His tail curled forward around his hind leg and then over his forelegs to cover his claws. 
Persephone, meanwhile, slowly drew her body into a coil. She dug her hind claws into the glacier ice and looped her tail several times around herself, forming a solid base to support her torso. Her slender frame swayed from side to side like a serpent, and he saw that her small arms were kept pulled tight against her ribs. 
Her head was higher than his, her greater length letting her look down on him. Ordinarily, Nemesis would find that a challenge and feel compelled to respond, but in this moment he could tell Persephone had no interest in asserting any kind of dominance. Especially since she’d already proven she could beat him. She was curious, and that emotion was strong enough to penetrate her ocean-deep sorrow.
‘How can you form a bond with me? I won’t take Min as a rider. She’s nice enough, but her loyalty is to you,’ Persephone asked. He felt her start to withdraw from the idea, so he let out a deep rumble to recapture her attention.
‘Because I can bond other dragons… and do more. The others and I have unlocked the secret of dual cultivation. I’ve done it with each of my allies, and now there is a bond between them… as deep as the one I forged with Harper.’
‘All of them?’ she exclaimed; shock clear in her mental voice. ‘You’ve come a long way since the blushing hatchling I teased for so long.’
‘There are a lot of things I know how to do that I couldn’t have imagined during my training with the Scaleguard. There were quite a few areas missed by your education.’
‘And you’re going to tell me… right?’ Persephone almost wiggled at the idea of salacious stories. Her tail flicked behind her and casually destroyed a mammoth-sized stone that had lain buried in the ice until their landing had unearthed it. ‘Right?’
Nemesis didn’t even think she noticed the impact.
‘I don’t know,’ Nemesis said, lowering his telepathic voice to a near whisper. ‘Those are awfully intimate details to share with someone. I’d have to trust them, and also want to see more of them. After all, I might accidentally pass along some memories that were scandalous in nature. That’d be a shame, wouldn’t it?’
Before he let her process that, Nemesis spread his wings and slammed them down. His dark body hurtled upward and he let out a roar of challenge. The ice field trembled under the sound and Persephone tumbled over backward from the wind of his passage. 
‘Hey… wait…’ But her telepathic call faded when he gained altitude. He flicked his tail at her, and Persephone let out a bugle of outage at his departure. She burst upward in a geyser of broken snow and began chasing him. ‘Come back here and tell me!’
He managed to hear her last demand solely because she had begun closing the distance between them. He strained the muscles along his back to fly as fast as he could. Persephone’s speed was incredible, and it was soon obvious he couldn’t outpace her, so he folded his wings and dove.
The mountain raced past and the wind deafened him in his passage. Yet that didn’t block her mental demands. She flew up above him and flashed forward until he was streaking along in her shadow. The whole time she shouted demands that grew increasingly pointed.
‘Nemesis, you tell me how you railed that girl right now or I’ll put a knot in your tail!’ she shouted. ‘Did you lick her? Did you? Tell meeeeeee!’
Nemesis let out a laugh that was her only warning before he spread his wings and allowed the sudden air resistance to halt his forward momentum. He was forced to bank to his left, but the change in speed left Persephone blazing past him. By the time she curved around to regain sight of him, he’d dropped over the edge of the cliff and headed beneath it. 
He was deep in the shadow of the flying mountain and gliding into the darkness before Persephone reoriented on him. He could feel the mana swirling around her when she turned to follow, and once she drew close enough her demands for information began chiming within his head.
‘Nemmy! This is not okay! You can’t just say that you fooled around with a whole pack of women and then run off without details! If you don’t get back here, I swear I’ll—'
The telepathic threat was cut off when he dropped off the underside of the rock and dug his claws into her gleaming scales. His weight caused her to bow downward, and her head and tail shot up past his body. This time, however, they were dropping toward the lake of lava beneath the sect. 
The squawk that was forced out when he impacted her spine caused him to let out a thundering laugh. ‘Have you forgotten the basics of hunting, Persephone? You have to watch your surroundings. How are you going to find worthy prey if you aren’t paying attention!’
‘You jumped-up hatchling!’ she scolded. The indignation in her mental tone increased the volume of his laughter. Nemesis spread his wings with a snap and used his grip on her sides to keep her from falling farther. To his shock, she was lighter than he’d initially assumed. She was barely half his weight, despite her longer frame, so he had no trouble keeping her airborne. 
That proved fortunate, because Persephone chose to wrap her tail around his hips and tail, then curled her neck around his. With her body once more coiling about his form, his task in keeping them aloft grew harder. He could tell the exact moment she stopped using her mana to help carry her weight.
‘Now you’re going to make me do all the work?’ Nemesis complained. He could feel the darkness of her spiritual wounds seeking to come back, but each time he teased her that darkness was pushed back. We’re going to need a more permanent solution. Momentary distractions won’t heal her soul, he thought in the privacy of his own mind. 
‘Nemesis!’ she screamed. ‘Tell me what you did with all those beautiful women before I bite you.’ 
Any thought it was an idle threat vanished when she chomped down on his foreleg. Her fangs cracked his scales and sank into the muscle beneath. “OW!” he bellowed. He didn’t even bother to use his telepathy—the pain caught him off guard. “Damn it, Persephone! That hurts! You’re not supposed to be hunting me, we’re looking for food!”
Her response was to worry his leg with her jaws, so he dropped his head to smack the top of her skull with his bottom jaw. The move hurt, but it did make her let go of his leg. “Tell meeeeeee,” she whined. 
How can she be this old, this powerful… and still so childish? he wondered.
“After we make a kill and you eat, then I’ll tell you,” he promised.
She spun herself free of him so fast he was sent tumbling through the sky. He couldn’t tell which way was up at first and felt alarm flash through him at the rising heat. For a moment, he thought he might drop into the lava, but Persephone slid her body under him a moment later and pushed up with no sign of effort. 
“Fine. We can hunt first. But nothing here is good for me,” she said, pouting.
Then, she flicked his nose with her tail and led him on a merry chase over the lava field. She guided him up and over the edge of the mountain, and they once more flew toward the peak. Nemesis followed along, doing his best to keep up with her. While he soared, he felt how the mana on the mountain thickened while the air thinned.
What shocked Nemesis was that the peak was carved into a ring of stones large enough for the pair of them to fly through. The opalescent pillars were carved to resemble stars, moons, and spiraling clouds. Nemesis saw that the dais appeared to be a bowl of some sort. 
Unlike the temple, there was no prismatic flame burning at the center.
A pillar of mana rose toward the heavens, and it was steeped in elements that he had no name for. The threads of divinity were woven through it, and Nemesis immediately recognized that mana as the force that maintained the island’s flight.
Which was why he wasn’t surprised when formations began to glow and warn them away. The barriers took on an angry red light, and Nemesis could tell that touching them would be lethal.
“Watch those,” Persephone warned needlessly, “Nightshade engraved the formations herself. We can’t touch the barriers, but we can follow the pillar up. If you fly up higher, you’ll find beasts of great power—those are what we’re hunting.”
Nemesis turned his eyes upward and saw a massive bird of some kind. The beast had a wingspan that dwarfed Persephone’s length, and its body was longer than his own from beak tip to tail feathers. 
Luminous spheres, like tiny moons, seemed to orbit the creature. The closer he drew, the larger those spheres grew. Nemesis considered pushing mana into his scales, but the ambient light was so high the enhanced darkness would just make him more visible. 
‘What is that?’ he asked Persephone, returning to telepathy for the sake of stealth.
‘That is a heaven’s light hawk. It’s an A-rank beast… and they’re delicious,’ Persephone replied. There were no hints of fear in her aura, and Nemesis could feel the excitement and hunger starting to build within her. 
Love of the hunt had begun working to counter the depression she was experiencing, which meant the aches and pains she’d caused him were well worth it.
She led him outward, spiraling away from the mana pillar. The bird didn’t seem willing to venture far from it, and Nemesis could see that the beast was feeding on the intense energies rising from the sect. Its single-minded devotion to devouring that power was what let them get above it unseen.
Persephone’s inner light seemed to pulse in time with the mana from the pillar. She wreathed herself in spectral glow, an oddly translucent flame forming around her body. The radiance seemed to form at the tip of her tail then flicker up along her spine to gather along her throat. 
When she opened her mouth, a brilliant beam of light pierced the sky and slammed into the monstrous hawk. The spirit beast’s own aura challenged Persephone’s light and dulled the impact. The beam diffused somewhat before it hit the feathered body, and then the bird was spinning and slashing its talons. 
Sparks of moonlight swept out like crescent blades and rent Persephone’s attack. The silver dragon ceased exhaling the moment the bird countered. She spun through a rapid spiral that seemed to catch all of the bird’s moonlight attacks and suck them directly into her scales.
The power contained in either attack would have badly damaged him, yet Nemesis felt a thrill set his blood on fire. He drew air into his lungs and sent mana into it. Sparks began to dance along his throat, and when he opened his jaws he unleashed a crackling bolt of lightning.
Unlike Persephone’s attack, the bolt struck the bird’s body fully.
Feathers exploded and blood burst into the air, yet he immediately knew the trough he carved across the bird’s breast was nowhere near strong enough to kill it. That was made abundantly clear when the hawk shrieked. Light wove the torn flesh back together with contemptuous ease—but didn’t erase the wound entirely.
Persephone took that moment of distraction to launch another attack. This time, she dove and snapped her jaw out in a vicious bite at the bird’s wing. The hawk managed to twist enough to avoid the main bite, but fangs tore a chunk off its thigh. 
Talons flashed and the bird pounded its wings as it pecked at Persephone. Its huge wingspan acted like a cage, beating down to slap either side of the silver dragon and keep her from flying away. The beast’s hooked beak scraped over her scales and threw sparks into the air. The bird even managed to rip several scales off her spine with its vicious talons. 
But while they attacked each other, Nemesis was left free to circle the pair. 
He dove, and then straightened his wings at the last moment. His momentum shifted into a climb, and for the brief second he hung suspended in place he grasped the bird’s wings with his mind and locked them in position.
Fighting with an A-rank was a losing proposition, but he did manage to disrupt its attack pattern. While its wings were stalled, Persephone sank her teeth into the scales of its leg, then bit through with a crunch. The talons on that foot immediately went limp, their nerves severed by her bite. 
The creature’s return blow opened a long rent down Persephone’s neck, silver scales parting under the force of its claws. 
Nemesis roared at the sight of Persephone’s blood spraying into the air. He folded his wings and dropped onto the bird’s back without regard for his own safety. Then, for the second time that day, he and Persephone began to fall. 






  
  Chapter Twenty-One


In a knot of feathers and scales, the trio plummeted toward the sect.  I am getting so sick of falling out of the sky, Nemesis thought.
He sank all four paws’ worth of talons in the back of the massive bird, then ripped his hind legs down as far as he could force them. The bird’s feathers shattered and its flesh parted in a spray of blood. His jaws clamped shut around the back of the bird’s skull and he crushed down, focused on killing the beast. 
Then it released a shockwave of light that blew him back into the sky with his scales on fire. 
The luminous energy ate at Nemesis, charring him and trying to sink into his muscles. The black dragon pulsed his mana to try and push it back, yet the flames devoured his darkness without slowing. 
When he used ice mana his scales frosted over, and for a moment they turned a blue-white in color. The intense cold that radiated off of him seemed to weaken the flames, so Nemesis stayed the course and continued pushing his mana into his scales. 
Persephone, meanwhile, had locked her jaws around the bird’s throat. The pair had ceased falling, and the main coil of her body had somehow snapped one of the bird’s wings back over itself. It was obvious she was holding the pair of them up. 
The bird’s eerie fire had no effect on the silver dragon, and she winked at Nemesis before she began floating them toward the ground. Spreading his wings, Nemesis stayed well back from the pair while circling to join them near the sect’s peak. They’d almost reached the snowy mountaintop before the bird finally stopped burning… and Nemesis was fairly certain that was the moment it finally died. 
Snow crunched under his claws, and he shook himself all over to try and rid himself of the sensation of burning. The flames were out, yet some lingering echo tormented his flesh. “Are there a lot of those around?” he asked, slightly out of breath. 
Persephone looked up from tearing a hunk of flesh from the bird’s chest. Her throat bulged when she swallowed the bloody meat. For a moment her eyes met his and she growled, a warning to stay back. 
It took a second for her to process her surroundings and recognize him, then she wiggled like an excited hatchling. “Not a lot, but they’re most often found around the mana pillar. I can usually get one or two a year that are worth eating as long as I allow them to battle for supremacy. Usually they don’t grow past B-rank, but I haven’t hunted the pillar for a long while. This one must have been king of the skies for this area.”
Nemesis chose to drop onto his belly in the snow without drawing closer—he had no desire to risk her temper if she thought he was looking to steal her meal. He could hear her stomach gurgling from where he was. 
“It was using the energy of the pillar to grow?” he asked. Persephone bobbed her head, then ducked down to tear another chunk of meat free.
After she’d eaten a bit more, she looked over at him and answered his question. “Yes. The pillar is a divine artifact. Ages ago, an S-rank ascended into the heavens and in doing so linked a higher realm to the mountain. Nightshade found a way to harness that energy to create the fog that both protects the sect… and makes the mountain float. Spirit beasts are drawn to the energy of the pillar, but most that try to use it for growth die. The competition is fierce.”
That makes sense, Nemesis mused, natural treasures draw attention… but they’re just items with above-average mana content. A sliver of ascension is so much more powerful. I can see why the beasts would flock to it. Without the fog the island would be a continual battleground. As it is, the sect has culled the mountain to the point they’re stagnating. 
He wondered if Nightshade had anticipated that. A glance to the side showed him Persephone had gone back to eating, which left him plenty of time to consider the situation of the sect. He could sense her emotions, and she was currently in a fairly good mood. The grief was still there, but it was held back by the joy she felt devouring her kill.
The cold snow on his scales was finally starting to sink in and numb the phantom burning. Nemesis shifted and squirmed until he’d practically buried himself under the snow, then he dropped his head onto a frosty mound. 
Is there a connection between the pillar and that fire in Nightshade’s temple? Nemesis turned his gaze to the huge columns and the glowing mana stream rising into the sky. It isn’t hard to see how similar the formation is to the temple. The difference is mostly size. It’d be foolish to discount those similarities… which implies Elder Song knows something about the pillar and is using that as the foundation for her own cultivation. The domain she’s created using the fire transcends normal mana types.
The gulp that Persephone produced when she swallowed the bird’s core distracted him for a moment. He took note of the feathers scattered all over the snow and began gathering them with his telekinesis. He had no doubts that crafting materials from an A-rank spirit beast would have the sect drooling.
For a moment, the black dragon had the overwhelming sense that something was watching him. His head rose from the snow and turned. Nemesis slowly scanned the mountain around them to see if he could tell where it was coming from. 
Persephone noticed and let out a hiss. Her head shot up and a gobbet of meat fell from her fangs. “Do you feel that?” she asked. His natural desire for stealth caused his wings to mantle over his back at the loud question, but he nodded in response.
“Someone’s watching us,” he said.
Persephone abandoned the remains of her meal and glided through the air until she was curling around where he lay. Her body compacted the snow to ice when she allowed her weight to settle into it, though with her long neck her head remained higher than his. “One of the Elders,” she said.
The conviction in her voice led Nemesis to believe her, so he drew a deep breath into his lungs. “You might as well come out. We can tell you’re watching us!” he bellowed. 
A second later, Elder Ji Daine popped out of the snow a hundred feet away. The man literally shot upward and left snow falling slowly all around him, yet in doing so, he gave Nemesis a brief moment to see his true nature.
Ji Daine was a snow weasel. It had only been visible for a fraction of a second, but Nemesis had caught sight of the slim, ivory-furred animal before a human visage had come into being. He had clearly ventured far from the normal cultivation path for his species, but that didn’t change the fact he was a weasel.
“Apologies, honored Patriarch, but she is my patient,” Ji Daine said with a clasp of his fists before his heart and a bow of his head. The fact the man managed to bow in midair before his feet had touched down on the snow was odd, but Nemesis ignored it.
Persephone let out a snort. “I don’t need babysitting,” she complained.
Nemesis looked at her out of the corner of his eye and watched in amusement as she flinched back from his gaze. She dipped her head slightly lower than his. “I don’t need babysitting anymore,” she amended.
“While I am glad you are feeling better, Persephone, it is unlikely that a single hunt has fully cured your melancholy,” Ji Daine disagreed.
Nemesis stretched his wings up, and as he lowered them he curled one over Persephone’s back. “It’s alright,” he said, “once Persephone is done eating, we’re going to continue flying until we can find a place of seclusion. If you value your life, you won’t follow. I’d much prefer what happens next to be a private matter.”
Persephone’s eyes widened and she twisted her head to look at him. Her mental shout was so loud it even reached him through the jamming formations and retained enough power to make his head ring. ‘Nemmy! You can’t just tell him that!’
‘Relax, Persephone. They know I’m interested in you and that I won’t allow you to languish in sorrow. Let them think my desires are purely carnal,’ he sent back. 
His phrasing caused her eyes to narrow. ‘Are you saying they’re not carnal?’ she asked in a disapproving mental voice.
‘Purely carnal. They’re not purely carnal… I assure you; I have those interests as well.’
Persephone preened at that and allowed the telepathic conversation drop. She turned her attention back to Ji Daine. Nemesis hadn’t been listening to the man while he spoke with Persephone, so he wasn’t sure what he’d missed.
“—physical relationships that begin in periods of emotional distress are rarely stable,” Ji Daine was saying.
“I’m not waiting until you think I’m stable,” Persephone interjected. That caused the man to blink and fall silent. “Besides, I’m really looking forward to Nemesis bending me over and making me a woman. So, yeah, don’t follow or I’m going to eat you. Or Nemesis will. Okay?”
It was Nemesis’ turn to preen, and he didn’t do anything to hold back the way his head rose and his neck arched to let his magnificence go on display. He swore he could hear steam forming beneath his belly, though it might have been his imagination.
‘I’m going to remember you said that,’ he broadcast to Persephone.
‘Not now, Nemmy!’ she protested, though a mental giggle accompanied the words.
“Persephone, really! What would your father sa—” Ji Daine’s response was cut off by a bugle of anger from the silver dragon.
Persephone suddenly launched off the snow and glided through the air to begin sweeping in a circle around the Elder. Her eyes glowed and cast a brilliant light over the man. The Elder was pushed down into the snow until it reached his waist, the weight of Persephone’s mana pinning him in place.
“And where is my father?” she asked in a quiet hiss. “He was still here helping run the sect when I left to join the Scaleguard… but where did he go? Did he fall to enemies of the sect? Did he ascend? An A-rank dragon just doesn’t disappear. Where did my father go?” 
Nemesis watched beads of sweat break out across the Elder’s forehead, and a sickening realization crossed his mind. Elder Song’s tradition of sacrificing loyal spirit beasts had to begin somewhere… did it start with Persephone’s father?
“Your father… died at the hands of the council,” Ji Daine whispered. His voice was hoarse, the force of Persephone’s anger continued to drive him down against the snow. The ground beneath him compacted and began hardening into ice from the pressure being exerted. “He was led astray by some of Nightshade’s more-zealous followers and attempted to overth—”
Ji Daine’s voice cut off and blood sprayed from his mouth. Persephone’s emotions had spiraled so high that the man was flattened against the ground with a thud, collapsing under her glare. 
Nemesis reached out with his mind and pushed back against the mana, then he telekinetically cocooned the Elder to support the man’s body. The only reason it worked was that Persephone wasn’t actively attempting to kill him. The crushing force was merely a side effect of her power, and she’d begun withdrawing it the moment Ji Daine collapsed. 
“I’m sorry,” she murmured, glancing down at the snow. “I—I shouldn’t have let my temper get out of control.”
Ji Daine raised his hand and waved away her apology. The man seemed to draw a white cloth from thin air and he used it to wipe his mouth clean. “No, I… should have told you sooner. I didn’t think you were strong enough before. It happened before Cynthia and I joined the council. Your anger is understandable.”
Nemesis watched the weasel turn and nod to him; he inclined his head in response.
While Ji Daine recovered, Nemesis moved toward Persephone and rubbed his head along her jaw. She let out a choked sound, her sadness looming once more. He didn’t think the silver dragon was truly shocked to find out her father died—she simply wasn’t in a place where she could handle the news.
He curled his neck around hers and bit the scales under her jaw. “We’ll make them pay,” he promised. Silently, he added, ‘Song, Smoke, and Phon have proven to be our enemies already. Cynthia and Ji Daine seem determined to show themselves as allies, but it’s likely they’re simply hoping to use us in a power struggle against the others. I and my mates could all use your wisdom and power to help us secure our safety… if you’re willing to join us.’
Persephone shook herself. For a moment, Nemesis thought she was seeking to shake him off, but she twined her neck around his and rested her jawbone against his own. Then she answered, just as silent, ‘My life for you, Nemesis. That was the choice I made… it just took me some time to remember it. Now, let’s find someplace quiet.’
While they communed telepathically, Ji Daine regained his full composure and bowed to them. “I understand how the decisions of the council are something you feel opposed to. As a spirit beast I, too, abhor the practice of feeding our most loyal to the sacred flame. I will assist you in putting an end to the barbarism.”
“Good,” Persephone said. “But more importantly, I need to get my cherry popped, so bye!”
She blasted up off the snow fast enough to cause a wave of powder to crash over Ji Daine… all while somehow dragging Nemesis into the sky with her. Her mana was wrapped around him, encasing her in whatever field she used to levitate her own body. 
He knew how heavy he was, and also how much strength it took to lift his own bulk off the ground. Seeing the sheer speed she managed while doing the same made it clear just how powerful she was. 
There was obviously a limit to her strength, however—she slowed as soon as they were out of the Elder’s sight. “Start flapping, Nemmy! How are you so heavy? I mean, come on! You’re basically a hatchling… what have you been eating?”
Nemesis let out a laugh and spread his wings. Soon, he was flying alongside her. Persephone kept up a steady stream of teasing while they flew around the mountain. He wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but she seemed to have a clear course in mind.
He was content to let her ramble at him.
Underneath her teasing was a rising anxiety and passion, and it was gnawing at that dark sea trying to smother her heart. Anything that pushed back that darkness was fine with him.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Two


Persephone finally led him to a cave hidden by several glaciers near the peak of the mountain.  
The first thing Nemesis noted were small obelisks of obsidian jutting up through the ice. They weren’t overly tall, but each locked the mana around it in place, preventing the energy from flowing outward from the cave. Much like the council chamber, the black stones seemed to draw any flowing mana into themselves.
She’s not taking me to the council, is she? Nemesis doubted Persephone was suddenly leading him into an ambush. The emotions radiating off of her were… completely inappropriate for any kind of treachery.
She’d actually wound herself into quite a mix of anxiety and desire, to the point it had started affecting her ability to fly. 
He never would have guessed she was capable of flying crooked before. Yet she kept trying to twist herself into a knot in midair. She also repeatedly glanced at him like she wanted to confirm he hadn’t flown off. 
She shifted into her human form just before she touched down on the snow. Her long silver hair flowed down her back to reach her knees, and it was the only thing preventing him from seeing her full figure. 
Nemesis matched her, letting his body flow into his elven frame while catching himself in using his telekinesis. Once he had set down, he noticed that Persephone shyly peeking him from within the veil of her hair.
“Is something wrong?” he asked, confused by her uncharacteristic behavior. “You seem… nervous.”
Persephone carefully gathered her hair up and pushed it behind her shoulders to expose herself. She turned to face him, and then put her hands on her hips. He noticed she arched her back a bit, pushing her chest out toward him. “You don’t think I’m too skinny?”
Nemesis blinked.
Then he blinked again.
“What?” he asked, confused. “Why would I think that?”
Persephone glanced down at herself and flushed a pink that spread over a surprisingly large amount of her skin. One of her arms self-consciously rose to cover her petite chest, and she glanced up to meet his eyes. “I’m not exactly built like Min or Talia… or Kaia… or even Harper,” she muttered.
She spoke so quietly that he almost didn’t hear her. Nemesis stepped forward and took hold of her hand, moving it out of the way so he could study her. This seemed to cause the red in her skin to grow even deeper, but he ignored that. 
Her body was hairless, slim, and he could see the lean muscles flex in response to her fidgeting. He used his mind to braid her hair into a pair of tails on either side of her head, the same style she’d worn when he’d met her. It got her hair out of the way and allowed him to continue his examination.
Her breasts were small, true. But they formed high, delicate mounds on her slim torso. Her waist was narrow, and her rear—when he turned her to examine it—was a delightful, perky swell above her thighs. Her legs were curved at the calves, and the gap between her thighs seemed to beckon to him.
He was so focused in his examination that he was caught by surprise when she slapped him on the chest. “Hey! Stop staring! It’s rude,” she demanded. 
Nemesis frowned, then he tugged her against him and wrapped his arms around her. They were close to the same height, which was something he only experienced with Harper. Persephone let out an “Eep!” at being manhandled, though she didn’t try to break out of his embrace.
She did squint up at him with her pale eyes. “Say something,” she muttered. Her fingers had begun digging into his chest—and with her strength, it hurt.
“You asked my opinion on your body. Clearly, I needed to study it if you expect me to give you an honest answer,” he said. She flushed once more, and he continued, “You are very appealing. You are also… Persephone… and thus, perfectly you. You do not need to look like Harper, or Min, or Talia, or Kaia to be beautiful.”
She met his eyes while he spoke, and once he finished she put her lips to his. The kiss was soft, tentative, and Nemesis enjoyed it immensely. He leaned in and let his tongue slip between her lips. One of his hands had just begun to stroke down her back when she suddenly broke from his arms and backed up.
“Not out here. Come on.”
Persephone grabbed his wrist and dragged him through the snow toward the cave. Nemesis was tempted to demand she tell him what the cave was, yet the emotions coming off Persephone convinced him there was no treachery. If anything, he suspected she’d be quite ferocious in protecting him if anything inconvenient popped up over the next several hours.
I have no idea why so much of her anxiety faded when I gave her my opinion of her body, but clearly I said the right thing. I must remember to compliment people’s appearance more often.
Persephone’s hand in his was nearly scalding with how hot she was running at that moment. The snow around her feet was literally steaming, and each pillar she walked next to lit up while absorbing the mana she was shedding. 
Nemesis noticed that the nearby obelisks weren’t drawing mana out of Persephone’s body, and instead were simply preventing her excess energy from affecting the environment more than a few inches away from her skin. The disturbances were nullified and the ambiance mana was kept tranquil, unmoving.
Interesting. If these obelisks do what I think they do… then this entire cavern is masked from the outside. Techniques meant to spy through mana would see nothing. It’s like each obelisk scrubs the atmosphere to remove any presence at all. Kaia would enjoy studying these formations.
He didn’t have much time to look at them himself before Persephone dragged him in through the mouth of the cave. She paused to take in the sheet of ice that appeared to have frozen over the entrance. The icicles had grown so thick that they appeared to be a solid white plug. Nemesis couldn’t even see a shadow of the cave through the frosty barrier. 
At least, not until after Persephone punched it.
She’d let go his hand, wound up, and slammed her fist into the wall of ice so fast he’d almost missed it. Her tiny fist had struck the ice and earned a deafening crunch in return. For a second, Nemesis thought she’d broken something in her hand, then cracks began to radiate away from her knuckles.
Chunks of ice began to fall around them, but Nemesis ensured that none hit them. He was astonished to see that the ice was thick enough to require Persephone to punch it a second time. That blow finished off the wall. Shards of ice blasted down the tunnel and revealed that the entire cave within had been smoothed and shaped by intense heat. 
As far as he knew, stone didn’t naturally form tunnels of obsidian. “A dragon lair?” he asked. He assumed it was abandoned, given Persephone’s willingness to pull him into it, though it could have been one of her old ones.
“My father’s lair. He cultivated light and fire… by the time I was sent to the Scaleguard, his aura was so intense that Nightshade ordered formations developed just to ensure he wouldn’t melt the peak of the mountain.”
Nemesis whistled. Talia often radiated heat, but what Persephone had described was another level. “And he was only A-rank?”
She looked over at him, flashed a smile, and nodded. “He was a War dragon with a high affinity for elemental magic. He managed to cultivate his soul into an elemental spirit on top of the power of his core. He should have ascended.” 
Nemesis paused their journey down the obsidian tunnel and dragged Persephone to him so he could close his arms around her and hold her firmly. He knew her body was stronger than his, so he held nothing back in his embrace. 
The hug he got in return caused his ribs to creak, reminding him of how battered he had gotten in their hunt—and in their playfighting before. He was still sore, but he’d been healing steadily. “We will make them pay,” he said, repeating his promise. A thought occurred to him and he eyed her. “You’re saying this lair is designed to contain intense energy and prevent it from reaching the outside world?”
Looking confused at his interest, Persephone nodded. “You wanted privacy, I wanted privacy, and this is the best place on the mountain for keeping secrets. Once you reach the central chamber, nothing can reach the outside world. Nightshade tested it herself and it contained even her might.”
Nemesis planted a kiss on her forehead. ‘Because it means I can show you the technique for dual cultivation between spirit beasts,’ he whispered into her mind. ‘I’m not sure if I can advance your core while weaker than you, but once I’m your equal, we can refine our powers together. If nothing else, it seems to help remove impurities from cores.’
Her eyes widened and she let out a wordless, high-pitched squeal. She danced in place, which since he was still hugging her, caused his body to react. That drew her out of her excitement and she glanced down, suddenly breathing faster for an entirely different reason. 
“Come on,” she murmured thickly. Then she wrapped the two of them in mana and sent them streaking down the cavern. The aura of light surrounded them and Nemesis had to squint against the dazzling reflection. The obsidian walls were like a black mirror, sending flashes of light at him no matter where he looked.
They came out of the tunnel a few seconds later, which had been large enough for the pair of them to travel side by side in their true forms if they’d wanted to, into a cavern so vast Nemesis couldn’t sense the walls around them. They floated in a void of darkness disturbed only by Persephone’s glow.
Gracefully, she floated them down to the bottom of the pit, where Nemesis took a second to look around. He’d thought of it as a pit, yet from what he could tell the chamber was actually some kind of tremendous sphere. 
“The stone melted in his aura?” Nemesis asked, looking at Persephone. She met his eyes and nodded. 
“Every time he grew in strength, the walls became lava. He used the pressure of his spirit to push it back, and over time the entire cave became a huge obsidian bubble. Nightshade harvested quite a bit of it to craft those obelisks. The entire thing is a formation that redistributes mana into the walls of the cave, constantly reinforcing it. The more mana used in here, the stronger the lair grows… and the better it can contain the power.”
“Impressive,” he said, then turned his attention to her. Nemesis reached up and caught her chin between his fingers. Persephone froze when he tilted her head up, and seemed to freeze even more when he kissed her. The silver dragon wrapped her arms around his neck and molded her body against his. 
While their tongues dueled, she shifted to catch his cock between her thighs. She pressed her legs tightly together and began to rub herself along his length. Her silky skin felt amazing, and her breath hitched each time her sex slid over one of the ridges along his shaft. 
He clasped her ass gently with one hand, softly massaging the globe. His other, still holding her chin, gently slid released her face to caress down her throat, then cup her breast. Her anxiety spiked again and he firmly squeezed the small handful. She let out a muffled squeal and pushed her chest even harder against his palm. 
Nemesis touched her nipples and clit with his mind, telekinetically vibrating the sensitive nerves. Persephone gasped and dragged her lips off his. “What is that?” she demanded, voice husky.
“Cheating, if you ask Harper. I’m simply touching you telekinetically,” he explained. 
She shivered. “Can you… touch me with your hands too?” she asked. He was surprised at how shy she sounded, but he definitely had no objections to her request.
Nemesis ran his hand along her hip and between her thighs, then carefully lifted her and spun her in the air. He pulled her back against his chest and let her resume gripping his shaft with her thighs. “What?” she asked, confused.
“Relax, I am going to touch you,” he said. He spoke softly, reassuring her before going on to plant a gentle kiss in the hollow of her throat. His hand slipped between her legs and he began to glide his fingers, one at a time, between her folds. Each time a fingertip reached her hooded clit, he gave it a swift spiral. He took his time, not seeking to penetrate her for the moment, just further stoking her excitement.
“Oh, oh, that feels good,” she said. Tipping her head back, she stared at his face. When his other hand returned to her breast and began tugging her nipple up and twisting it, she let out a soft moan. “Oh, that feels really good! This is soooooo much better than watching…”
She trailed off and blushed. Nemesis, curious, planted another kiss on her throat. “You watch people?” he asked in amusement.
She flapped her hands like she couldn’t decide between smacking him for laughing or grabbing onto him for support. In the end, she wrapped a hand around each of his wrists and held on. From the tremble of her thighs, he suspected she’d have been weak kneed if she wasn’t such a powerful woman. 
“No! Yes… shut up,” she gasped, “just… just keep doing that thing with your fingers,” she pleaded, squirming against his palm when the urge to rock her hips grew too much to control. Nemesis gladly continued the stroke of his fingers between her folds, and when moisture began gathering steadily on his fingers, he started to let them slide deep into her. 
Persephone let out a rich moan when his fingers found the rough patch hidden within her slick sex. His thumb had taken over sweeping across her clit, and he used the downward pressure of his palm to rub both nerve clusters at the same time.
“Oh! Ooooooh, okay… I like this… I like thisssssssss!” Her voice dissolved into a wail when she climaxed a few seconds later. Nemesis had felt her emotions spiraling, but he hadn’t expected her to find a release so quickly. 
He would have kept going to prolong her writhing in pleasure, except she’d clamped her hands down tight in reaction to the orgasm. Given her fingers were firmly locked around his wrists, she’d effectively paralyzed his hands when she compressed the tendons in his wrists. 
“More! More, please, please, Nemmy?” she begged. She was rocking her hips against his fingers, which were unable to move at the moment.
“That… would be easier if you loosened your grip,” he murmured. Truthfully, his hands were starting to go numb, and while he could move his fingers telekinetically, he didn’t want to see his hands crushed to the point of amputation if she got any more excited.
Blushing, Persephone let go of his arms. She twisted her neck so she was staring into his eyes. “Is actual sex better?” she demanded, visibly excited. 
Nemesis chuckled, then he slowly withdrew his fingers and turned her to face him. Bending down, he kissed her softly and smiled. “Let’s find out.”






  
  Chapter Twenty-Three


Perhaps he was being infected by his contact with humanity, but Nemesis did regret that there wasn’t a bed to drape Persephone across.  
He turned her to face him once more and kissed her slowly. His body pressed into hers, and he lifted her off the ground so he could slowly lower her onto her back atop the polished floor. The obsidian was smooth, free of bumps or knobs that might make things more uncomfortable. 
There was a heat that seemed to radiate up from the ground and that, combined with Persephone’s powerful body, meant the slim dragon seemed completely at ease with her position. Physically, at least, because he saw that she was nibbling her lower lip from the moment he released her from the kiss.
“It’ll be okay,” he promised. 
She gave a small nod, and he curled his palm against her cheek. She was excited, but she was also deeply anxious about… something. Nemesis paused, watching her. “What’s the matter?” he asked. 
He wasn’t sure why he was hesitating to just start fucking her… except for the idea his other lovers might be disappointed with him if he didn’t make sure Persephone was emotionally alright. For that matter, his ego demanded he consort with her perfectly, so she would sing his praises. 
She blew her breath out with a huff and bashfully looked down, though that caused her to flush yet again when she took in his cock pressed against her inner thigh. “What if I am no good at it?” she asked quietly.
How can someone not be good at sex? Nemesis wondered, baffled for a second. Then he realized something. He used his hand to guide Persephone’s chin up so he could plant a soft kiss on her lips. “You can’t be bad at it, because it being with you makes it good,” he said.
She looked confused, so he kissed her again. “It’s like hunting. You learn as you do, and you grow better the more you practice. The fact that it’s with you already makes it a good hunt… er, time?”
He’d confused himself a little toward the end, but luckily Persephone seemed reassured. She suddenly reached down and grasped him with her slim fingers. Her legs wrapped around his waist, and he certainly wasn’t prepared for her to suddenly flex her knees to drive him forward. 
Even if she was worried about her skills, she clearly understood the act itself, because she impaled herself on his cock at the same moment she removed her hand and wrapped her arms around his neck. Nemesis was forced to brace his hands against the polished stone on either side of her, then he put his muscles to work rolling his hips.
He had to fight her to draw back, but when she realized how good it felt to have him slide in once more, she started to relax. Persephone’s fingers scratched along the back of his neck and shoulders once her body began to truly react to their movements.
Soon, she was bringing her hips up to meet his. “It’s better,” she whispered, “better, better—b-be-better!” The last came out in a squeal with yet another rippling orgasm. Nemesis felt a tension building in her body that only partially released with her climax. It was like she was climbing a hill and the explosion of pleasure had just been a minor dip in her path.
She began moving faster, caught in the experience, and the way she drove her hips up at him did most of the work. Nemesis winced when her fingers tore down his back and knew he’d have bad bruises—where he wasn’t bleeding.
He lifted one hand and palmed her small breast, rolling it against his hand with a thumb. When he twisted her nipple, she let out a wordless noise and had another of those small, rapid orgasms. Like before, he could tell something bigger was churning within her.
Driving himself down, Nemesis did his best to match her power, but she wasn’t giving him a great deal of room to maneuver on his own. Her arms and legs clung to him, and she’d begun peppering his throat and collarbone with kisses. 
“Let’s…readjust…” he murmured. 
Miraculously, she seemed to hear him. Persephone allowed him to lift them both and reposition their bodies with his telekinesis. She came down on her palms and knees, her ankles crossed and her ass pushing back.
Then, Nemesis cupped her hips and speared forward. When he sank in to the hilt, he felt himself bottom out and she let out a moan of pleasure. “Oh yessssss, Nemmy,” she hissed. She arched her back down and spread her hands to rub her own breasts against the warm stone beneath.
Nemesis opened his knees to make sure his balance was stable, then he used his grip on her hips to begin thrusting forward to meet her. Without her powerful form wrapped around him he was able to build their momentum, which she seemed to appreciate.
He felt his own climax rising, and instinct had him craving the rush of mana that had begun to surge between them, but he held off. It was a different instinct, however, that saw him leaning his body down over hers and sinking his teeth into the base of her throat. 
Persephone momentarily froze in shock, but when he slammed forward once more she came undone. Her body convulsed in pleasure and the walls of her sex clenched around him; that was all the stimulus required to topple him over the edge.
Nemesis clutched her slim frame tightly against his while he shook through a powerful orgasm. Persephone ground back into him, moaning and shaking while waves of pleasure rocked her. He wasn’t sure if she was having a single, incredibly long orgasm, or a number of smaller ones that simply kept going.
Whichever it was, she seemed happy.
At some point they collapsed to the floor, and he’d curled his arms and legs around her to hold her to his chest through her trembles. Time passed while the two of them regained their breathing, and once she began to recover, Persephone began dotting kisses on his face.
When they had more awareness, he realized she’d been stroking his cheek with her fingertips. His eyes met hers and she watched him with a sparkling glee on her face. “More! This time, do the thing to enhance our power!”
The mania in her expression had him wondering if he would survive what was to come. Harper, if I die… know that it was while trying to grow in power to improve our lives, he thought while repressing the urge to laugh.
What followed was enjoyable… and agonizing. Persephone quickly caught onto the trick of passing mana back and forth between them, but her penchant for smaller orgasms meant he faced a cascading tide of mana detonations that he had to catch, recondense, then pass back to her. Her mana being rich, pure, and more powerful than his made it all the more dangerous.
Time lost all meaning, and in the end Nemesis collapsed from exhaustion long before it seemed the silver dragon would. 
His last memory of their encounter was her draped over his body, kissing him, her eyes sparkling while she whispered: “Nemmy, who knew you’d turn out to be such a good teacher! Now, do you think I can practice this lesson again? Just one more time? Please?”
Even her excitement and eager fingers couldn’t keep the tired dragon from falling into slumber, but he took comfort in the feeling of a shining bond that ran between them. Just like with Min, the anchor between their hearts helped push back the pain Persephone had been feeling.
When he woke, he was back in his true form and curled on top of his treasure. He could feel Harper draped across his back, sensed Persephone lying in a huge coil around himself, and smelled Talia somewhere behind him. He suspected Min and Kaia were present as well, judging by how the bond inside him was humming with contentment.
Before he allowed himself to grow distracted by his loves, he forced himself to concentrate on his personal growth. His hope that cultivating with Persephone had helped him was soon confirmed. 
Nemesis: current rank, B5. Potential Rank, Limitless 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental B4
Lethality B6
Defensive B4
Physicality B6
Magic B5
Classification: Demigod. Subclassification: Prismatic.
Nemesis hadn’t physically moved since he regained awareness, but something about his breathing must have alerted Harper, because he felt her stirring on his back a moment later. “Nemmy, you awake?” she asked. 
She kept her voice down, likely because of the others sleeping nearby, so Nemesis chose to respond telepathically. ‘I am,’ he confirmed. Then he pushed his scores into her consciousness. ‘And cultivating with Persephone has seen amazing results. I need to check my cores and make sure nothing has been altered though.’
When he’d cultivated with Talia he’d gained access to her fires, but he hadn’t felt any new energies come from Persephone. Splitting his core on the battlefield had left him wary of trying to grow it more. He sensed that any further branching might result in his balance irrevocably shattering. 
‘Oh yes, it was all about the power growth,’ Harper teased. After that, she fell silent to allow him his meditation.
The midnight globe of his central core felt darker, more intense. I’ll bet that comes from being purified through Persephone’s light, he thought. His flame core had grown since he’d consumed the sparrows, and now it seemed to promise a greater heat. His ice core remained unchanged, and his acid was still disappointingly undergrown. It was his lightning core, however, that crackled most vibrantly. 
Something about the cultivation with Persephone had enhanced that source of electricity within him. He felt as though arcs of power were lashing out regularly into his body. The sparks ran along his muscles and sank into his spine. Tiny bolts flowed along his nerves and into his brain, and he suspected that was why his Mentality score had grown so much.
There were no signs of new threads rising from his central core, no dimples or outcroppings that seemed likely to sprout a new secondary gemstone. Most importantly, Nemesis didn’t sense any signs of weakness: no cracks, soft spots, or hidden instabilities.
He let his awareness rise back to the surface and found Harper had moved up to rest on top of his head. At the moment, she was kicking her foot against one of his horn ridges. Her hand tapped against the heavy scales that covered his muscle.
‘Bored?’ he asked in an amused tone. 
‘Tell me everything!’ she demanded in response. For a brief moment he thought she was jealous, then he sensed an immense well of joy within her. Harper was happy for him, intensely so. 
His answer was to slowly, methodically, push his memories of the last several days through their bond so she could experience all he’d seen, heard, and done. The formations that dampened his psionics made the process slower than it should have been, but Nemesis waded through the difficulty.
When he finished, Harper let out a soft whistle.
‘Who knew you could be so gentle,’ she said with pride. ‘I’m proud of you, Nemmy, you’re really learning what it means to love someone. Not just covet them, but take care of them. That’s a very special distinction… and it was wonderful to see.’
He felt her lips press onto one of the scales near his eye. His eyelid parted, and he turned the huge crimson orb to face her. He felt his pupil contract to a thin slit and had no issue focusing on her where she lay across his muzzle. 
He did appreciate that she understood to stay to one side of his face or the other. Even his magnificent eyes couldn’t stare at the center of his own face. ‘Were you all waiting here when we got back from cultivating?’ he asked.
He couldn’t explain why, but her praise had left him feeling a little off balance. Nemesis chose to focus on more practical matters instead of trying to examine whatever the odd sensation was. 
Harper’s expression let him know she could tell he was changing the subject, but she allowed it. Instead, she rested her elbows on his scales and propped up her chin. ‘I was, and so was Min. We were comparing notes about the points we’d suddenly been assigned by the counsel. Elder Cynthia asked me to be her disciple. Persephone then showed up in mid-conversation, butt naked and carrying you over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Once she tucked you on top of your hoard, you changed back to your true form and started snoring up a storm.’
Amusement danced on her face and Nemesis let out a snort in response. ‘Let’s see you cultivate with an A-rank dragon and not explode into paste,’ he goaded. She just rolled her eyes at him.
‘I hope to soon, so get to work and grow stronger.’
I should have expected that, he thought. Though his response was to open his jaws and let out a loud yawn. Harper bonked his scales with a foot and shushed him.
‘Anyway,’ she said, resuming her story, ‘Persephone changed back into her own shape, announced she was your mate now, then went to sleep. She woke briefly when Talia arrived. The two of them went through a brief dominance display… but Talia backed down, then curled up to sleep as well. Kaia and Min went to work on some personal projects deeper in your cave. Something to do with the chitin from that bee you brought back. New armor, I think.’
Nemesis let out a low rumble. Coins jingled around him in response, but he’d kept his volume under control. He wasn’t exactly shocked to find out that Talia had submitted to Persephone. The power disparity was far too wide for there to be any doubt, but he was surprised he had slept through it.
‘Did you accept Cynthia’s offer?’ he asked. Harper shook her head.
‘We decided to wait and make our plans together. It’s obvious why you agreed to be Elder Daine’s disciple, and clearly it was worth it. Now that we have Persephone and a place we can cultivate… things are going to change.’
Harper wasn’t normally bloodthirsty. Nemesis must have underestimated how frustrated she had grown with the sect’s refusal to allow them to spend time with each other. Her tone reminds me of when we agreed we’d never be enslaved again. 
He thought back to that day for a moment. They’d just killed the poachers and set out to Fort Talon and their destiny. Back then, meeting Jaden had felt like the start of a great rivalry… but looking at it now, he saw the man was simply a petty fool. 
We have always been destined for greater things, he thought with a surge of pride. 






  
  Chapter Twenty-Four


Eventually, the others woke and they began a true planning session. It didn’t take long to bring Persephone up to speed, and their initial plans were relatively simple: they’d take some time to improve their standing with the sect. 
Min and Kaia were working on turning the queen bee’s chitin into new armor for the non-dragons in the group, though Harper declined, preferring less-restrictive equipment. She did, however, acknowledge that she’d found a weaker formula which would allow for the creation of minor bloodlines within sect members.
She agreed to pass that to Elder Cynthia in the hopes it would turn more of the council in the group’s favor. While Harper did that, Persephone was going to begin working alongside Kaia in Elder Smoke’s tower. The silver dragon turned out to be a skilled enchanter, and while she wasn’t as adept in formations, she was confident she could keep up enough to help monitor the old pervert. 
Min and Talia were going to focus on hunting spirit beasts. Talia had also begun an apprenticeship with the Gracewinds. Nemesis found her excitement over the fabrics she’d been allowed to work with amusing. On top of that, he was happy for her.
It was Harper’s suggestion that Nemesis go find Po Ri and the combat arm of the sect. Nemesis, who fought with his bare hands, was assured that he would not be the only one who focused on unarmed combat among the fighters. It would also provide him with an opportunity to search for Alecto’s loyalists. 
Any word they might gather on the fate of the General would be useful. 
With those plans in place, however, they decided on one other task that couldn’t be neglected: cultivation. Specifically, dual cultivating, something they could now do thanks to Persephone’s access to her father’s lair. Initially, Nemesis had felt a flash of worry when it turned out the same formations keeping its mana secret also prevented anyone who lacked her father’s bloodline from entering.
Persephone was able to mark each of them with her own mana signature and allow them to pass.
With that location secured, they would be able to raise Talia to B-rank and bring Harper, Min, and Kaia up even higher. While Persephone hadn’t directly gained power from cultivating with Nemesis, she confirmed that he’d drawn out tiny impurities from her core—leaving her mana focused and pure.
When Persephone wasn’t working in Smoke’s tower, she planned to cultivate at the base of the mountain’s divine pillar, gaining strength from it to begin developing her immortal soul. The process was different for a spirit beast than a regular cultivator. 
Being able to feast on the high-level spirit beasts in the sky that were continually drawn to the pillar would also allow her to grow her power. She wasn’t as close to S-rank as Nemesis had assumed, but she was still a potent resource.
She also promised to begin teaching Nemesis the technique he would need to develop his own immortal center. They suspected it would be a more complicated process for him, because his core had deviated from the norm. Multiple cores weren’t impossible, but they were rare, and none of them knew much on the subject.
Which led Nemesis to the task he’d been desiring most: reading.
With his acceptance by Elder Ji Daine, Nemesis was now entitled to visit the sect library. He hadn’t been able to truly indulge in his love of books since he’d left Fort Talon, yet now he had an opportunity to truly ravish the stacks.
He was quite put out when Kaia had pointed out he wasn’t allowed to simply take the books… but Persephone’s assurance that he could demand copies be made for his personal use had mollified him. A little. 
With their tentative plans made, the group left Nemesis’ lair and split up to their tasks. Kaia and Persephone headed to Smoke’s tower; Min and Harper accompanied them with the intention of separating to their own workshops; Talia followed along to see the Gracewinds; and Nemesis fully intended to head to the sect library to do some research.
Except he hadn’t made it more than a few hundred feet down the mountain toward the town when an acolyte appeared before him with a scroll of black parchment. The robed figure bowed a half-dozen times, then promptly vanished.
Nemesis floated the scroll before him while he glided down to settle on the rocky mountainside. There, in the barren strip that separated the glacier fields from the forested slope of the lower mountain, he snapped the ribbon that held the scroll closed and unfurled it. 
Holding it steady before his left eye, Nemesis skimmed the shimmering silver lettering. 
Patriarch,
Your rise within the sect has begun, yet there are numerous areas where an older, wiser head might help you avoid pitfalls that could see you stumble. Do me the honor of visiting me alone at my home. This scroll is imbued with my mana, and should you clasp it in your hand you will see the path to my retreat. 
I can understand why you might think I do not have your best interests in mind. Do not allow a public perception to taint your open mind. There is far more to serving on the council than one might imagine. 
Please, visit me.
Nightshade’s heir should be treated with the respect and prestige due such a valued bloodline. Allow me to serve you as you deserve.
Respectfully,
Song Li 
Nemesis stared at the scroll for some time, contemplating its contents. I hate politics, he thought to himself… yet he couldn’t deny that there was a possibility that Elder Song was not actually an enemy. He didn’t know for sure what had caused the flash of rage he had seen on her face.
At the same time, the fact that spirit beasts were sacrificed to her temple didn’t sit well with him at all. If she were truly using the cores of loyal spirit beasts to build her personal power base, her growth… the thought disgusted him. He forced himself to admit he didn’t truly understand that temple fire, and it was possible he was misinterpreting something about its function.
Still, Persephone’s father had been fed to those flames. The silver dragon would never be able to forgive Elder Song. Giving that woman a chance would mean potentially alienating Persephone and losing his opportunity to grow through dual cultivation.
And Persephone had once more begun her journey to S-rank now that she was out from under Kolos’ eye.
It would be stupid to turn down an alliance that might see me grow in power, but true idiocy would be rejecting a dragon on her way to immortality just to rub shoulders with some elf with an affinity for wind magic. Still, a good meal and listening to her kiss my ass wouldn’t hurt… and I might gain valuable information on what the other Elders are doing.
Nemesis nodded and reached out and pinched the scroll between two of his claws. The parchment crinkled but did nothing to offer him any guidance. Taking a moment, the dragon narrowed his eyes. She said clasp it in hand… does that mean I need to be in elven form?
Experimenting, Nemesis shifted into his other shape and wrapped slender fingers around the black scroll. A prismatic energy swirled into being and looped around his hand and forearm. Mana tendrils curled against his flesh, and he felt a half-dozen lines of fire etch themselves across the back of his hand.
The scroll dissolved, and when he looked down he found a compass of charred flesh burned into existence. When he moved his hand, the burned lines shifted, always pointing in the same direction. 
“This better be temporary,” he muttered aloud. He levitated himself into the air, but before he went to follow the compass he backtracked to his lair. Nemesis reached out with his telekinesis and gathered up his robes. Only when he was dressed did he start floating in the direction the compass indicated.
With his Mentality having grown, Nemesis barely noticed his own weight now. Levitation became true flight while he hurtled through the air. He followed the turning compass; whenever the burns on his skin shifted, he changed his course. 
His increased Defensive score meant his fragile elven body had grown tougher and he ignored the wind that lashed at his skin. His purple robes flapped around him while he sliced through the air. It was an exhilarating experience. He could twist or turn with a thought.
I can dart about like a hummingbird, but I still prefer my true body. This slender frame simply fails to capture my majestic nature, he mused.
The flight itself was relatively boring. Nemesis had to travel half the circumference of the mountain and descend far closer to the cliffs than he’d expected. Instead of living where the mana was stronger, near the peak, Elder Song had placed her retreat close to the base of the mountain.
He finally spotted a small tower carved into the rock between two waterfalls. The roaring water cast a spray into the air that made spotting the slender alabaster home difficult. It was a mere five floors in height and not overly wide… but there was a sense of power that made it loom larger the closer he flew.
An aura of terror attempted to build within him, but he ruthlessly crushed it; Nemesis was the master of his own mind, and he had no trouble recognizing an outside influence. He ground the artificial fear with the might of his consciousness, and as it faded, the dragon saw through the illusions woven over the tower.
It was a simple edifice. Alabaster stone rose two floors with a single balcony on the upper floor. The entryway on that first floor was a half-circle of ivory stone and several steps leading to the door itself. Nemesis saw a slender boat tied to a hitching post resting upon the stones. The Elder clearly used the small craft to fly to her home.
The scroll in his hand suddenly warmed, and the outside influence of the tower vanished without a trace. Hmmm, so the scroll was meant to free me from the fear aura… but only after I’d gotten a taste of the intimidation effect? Not a good way to inspire my trust.
He grasped the value of intimidating someone. He just thought it was foolish to invite him to the tower and then continue to play games with him. He did, however, acknowledge that the defenses of the tower might not be the sort that could be turned off, only temporarily bypassed. 
When he set down upon the ivory landing, the scroll crumbled to dust and the charred skin on his hand rippled back to smoothness. He swept his gaze over himself several times, but saw no sign of lingering mana.
He made a note to have the others check him over when he returned home.
During his self-examination, the golden wood door creaked open to reveal the form of Elder Song. The slim woman stood in a crystal blue… Nemesis had no name for the lacy garment she wore. It sheathed her body from the undersides of her breasts to the tops of her hips, then narrowed to a slim strip that traveled down between her thighs. A translucent cup covered each of her petite breasts, and that same transparent material traveled up to a blue lace collar around her throat. 
Matching fabric formed rings around her biceps and her thighs, though more transparent material seemed to cover her legs down to her feet. Those were in a pair of pale blue slippers. A darker blue robe was left to hang open over herself, and the same dark material was looped through her ethereal hair like ribbon to keep it together behind her body.
Oh. She’s going to try and seduce me, he realized. Well. This should be… interesting.
Nemesis climbed the short flight of stairs and offered the woman a neutral smile. “Elder Song,” he said, greeting her quietly. 
He did his best to keep his voice even and reveal nothing of his emotions. He imagined the impact of her standing there with one hand pressed to the door frame might be even more appealing if he’d actually felt the fear generated by the tower, but since he’d crushed that, he still had all his wits about him.
“Patriarch, thank you for accepting my invitation. I admit, I thought it would take you longer to make your decision… I hadn’t finished dressing for company,” she said. The whole time she spoke, she offered him the same serene expression that had marked her during his visit to the temple.
He searched his head for what Min had told him about manners when visiting nobility—it took a moment, but then he remembered. “I can come back if the time isn’t right. I have no desire to put you out with my presence.”
Keeping the desire to gag at the obsequious pleasantries off his face took some work, but he managed it. His guile was rewarded by a warm sparkle in the woman’s eyes. She reached out and brushed her hand across his robes like she was caressing a lover.
“Not at all, I have nothing to hide from you. Come in, let us enjoy the feast I promised you.”
Elder Song curled her fingers into his robes and walked backward to draw him through the doorway. Nemesis felt mana surge and the door closed behind him on its own. Then the sense of a door behind him vanished completely.
The hall they were in was adorned with the same pale wood as the door. The floors, walls, ceiling—all were covered in slim boards polished to a mirror finish. Nemesis noticed that Elder Song had no decorations on her walls. Not a single statue or painting blocked the wood. 
It’s like walking into a tree, he thought. If she thinks she can trap me in this building to get what she wants… she is in for an unpleasant surprise.
He could sense the mana of the building and the way it was woven to remove the entrances and exits. All of that mana bore the same signature as the temple fire; the entire space was somehow connected to the Elder’s domain.
He suspected they might have stepped into some kind of pocket dimension.
Especially when their trip down the hall took several minutes. At some point, Elder Song had come to stand alongside him. She was leaning against him, walking with her arm curled around his and cuddling close, moving as though she were his lover. 
There was a pressure against his mind, much like the terror field he’d suppressed earlier. This one, however, was far more subtle. It worked on his primal instincts, his lusts and desires. It was clear the Elder Song was working hard in her attempts to seduce him.
Glancing over at her, Nemesis had to acknowledge her slender beauty.
Such a pity she’s trying to take my will away.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Five


The smell of roasting meat began to fill the corridor. Nemesis found that by focusing on the food, it was far easier to ignore the insidious pressure attempting to make him focus on Song. His stomach let out a gurgle, and he shamelessly rubbed his hands together in anticipation of the meal. 
The hallway opened into a large dining chamber. There, the wooden floor changed to incorporate dark panels to form a checkerboard pattern. The table itself would have worked well to seat a far larger group, though only two settings had been placed. The silver trays, dishes, and silverware glittered in the dim light provided by the golden candelabra. 
Nemesis took in the wealth on display, avarice rising in his heart while he contemplated the smaller details. The tiny rubies set into the handle of the knives. The sapphires sparkling in the forks. Emeralds that accented the spoons beautifully. 
It was such pointless wealth.
He wanted all of it.
Elder Song clearly understood the effect of the room on him, because she leaned more firmly into his body, to the point her breasts were framing his bicep. One of her hands stroked along his chest while she drew him closer to her table.
“I had this meal specially prepared in your honor. The flesh of an A-rank acidtusk boar… carefully marinated in an orange sauce. I had shadow figs used to make the glaze. My cooks assure me that it will satisfy the most discerning gourmet.”
Nemesis cocked an eyebrow and turned his attention on her. “You have servants here?” 
Song let out a bright laugh, then shook her head and smiled. “No. I had the meal prepared at the temple, then brought it here in my spatial storage. My ring is of fine quality, so it keeps meals hot for when I am ready to eat them. Perhaps you would like such a ring? It would make moving your hoard so much easier… or claiming your tithe from those beneath you.”
“Mmmm,” Nemesis growled a sound of approval—his first genuine one since he’d arrived. Interesting. Playing to my greed as a dragon. Showing off her wealth in an effort to make herself more appealing. I suspect I am not the first dragon she’s seduced. 
He reached the table and drew back the chair at the head. Seating himself, Nemesis studied the heavy slabs of meat that steamed before him. The sweet-salty scent was mixed with a citrus tang that wasn’t entirely pleasant. He ignored Elder Song completely while he cut a chunk of the meat free to take a bite. 
Perhaps I should consider finding myself a cook?
The resulting explosion in his mouth was quite spectacular. There were clearly spices involved he wasn’t familiar with, because something prevented the sweetness of the fruit from overwhelming the savory flavor of the meat. It melted in his mouth like a dream.
Nemesis immediately dedicated himself to devouring the food before him. He paid no attention to Elder Song. Attempts at conversation were met with vague grunts while he focused entirely on the meal. He occasionally paused to drink whatever the sparkling fluid in the glass was, but other than that, he didn’t stop until he’d emptied his plate and the tray, then did it a second time. 
When he finally leaned back from his meal and glanced over at her, he noticed a tiny detail that made it almost impossible for him to keep from laughing: her serene expression was firmly fixed in place—but her left eyelid was twitching ever so slightly.
“A lovely meal,” he praised. “I don’t know if I have ever had the like.”
She inclined her head in recognition of the compliment. “Thank you, Patriarch. I am pleased you enjoyed yourself. I can only hope this small gesture shows you how well I can sate your appetites.” 
Nemesis was fairly certain he would have heard the emphasis she placed on appetites even if he’d been completely deaf. The subtext grew even more pronounced as she drew her fingers along his forearm while staring into deeply his eyes. 
“Perhaps there are other appetites I might enjoy,” he murmured.
Hope flashed in her gaze, and then she slid from her chair to stand against him. The hand on his arm traced up until she was cupping his chin. Nemesis didn’t stop her from tilting his head up, nor did he prevent her from kissing him with a sultry passion.
Just as her tongue slipped between his lips, Nemesis flooded the inside of his mouth with mana. At the same time, one of his hands rose to clasp the back of her head, keeping her lips pressed to his. Elder Song began to cough, thrashing, shoving away from him.
A burst of raw mana from her saw him shoved violently across the room. His chair broke and he caught himself with his telekinesis. Hovering in midair, he watched the frantic woman. The Elder was clutching her throat as his venom worked to dissolve her tongue. 
Her lips had turned black, and he was able to spot the corrosive poison working its way down her throat. She opened a hand, and a bottle seemed to materialize in her palm. Nemesis flicked it out of her grip using his mind. 
“You won’t need that,” he said. Holding the potion in orbit around his head, the dragon glided closer to her. “You really should be more careful about where you put your tongue.”
She stared at him in shock… until the paralysis from his venom kicked in and she collapsed to the ground. Nemesis floated over her, watching while the venom worked at destroying her face. 
Deep into the A-rank, Elder Song had a powerful body. His poison moved slowly through her system, but the paralyzing agent had clearly overcome her resistances. The corrosive acid damaged her, but far slower than he’d have expected.
He could tell by the panic in her eyes that she was still conscious.
While he watched, he used his mind to strip her completely of all of her belongings. The ring he carefully slid over his finger. It rejected him at first, but when he forced his own mana into it, the band shrank and conformed to his digit.
A sense of what was inside the ring came to him, an inventory that only expanded as he gathered all of the dishes and other bits of furnishings in the room. He added Song’s clothing, jewelry, and anything else he could spot.
When he looked back at her, he paused. “You’re still alive? I’m impressed.”
Wrapping his mind around the woman, he began to float through her home, looting as he went. “You were right. This ring truly is marvelous. I owe you some thanks for it. Once I have all your belongings, however, I’ll need to make sure there’s no evidence of where you went. I’m afraid they won’t be able to find your body.”
He wished he could sense her emotions at that moment. The small tears that formed at the corners of her eyes were satisfying, but he knew her panic would have been sublime. He kept her floating at his shoulder so he could keep an eye on her while he moved through her house.
“I want you to know… I’m going to give all of your clothes to Persephone. Unlike you, she’ll get to enjoy bedding me in them. You, though, were a waste. I don’t know how your domain at the temple works exactly, but you won’t have that to draw on and keep you alive much longer. Where you’re going, the mana will never reach.”
He levitated out her front door.
Once he was outside, Nemesis turned back into his true form. It was a delicate task to balance on the ivory landing of her tower, but he managed. He’d never doubted he could, he was a dragon. He kept her hovering before him, then he opened his jaws wide. “Goodbye, Elder Song.”
He made sure to pull her into his mouth head first so she could see his fangs clearly before he slammed them down. The crunch of his teeth destroying her body was intensely satisfying. He chewed a few times, then swallowed the elf down. 
Spreading his wings, he threw himself into the air a moment later. He braced himself to fly through the terror field while he drew away from the tower, but it never came. I wonder if it was something she controlled… Or perhaps it only strikes at those approaching the tower? Either way, it’s not my problem.
Though… maybe the ladies would like a fancy estate?
That daydream ended quickly when he glanced over his shoulder. Nemesis saw the tower had started to crumble and break apart. The stone was fracturing and bulging outward. His thought that the space might be compressed seemed accurate, because while he watched the entire structure seemed to deform and ooze out the side of the cliff.
Breaking apart like a hatching egg, the tower and its wooden interior disintegrated and fell from the side of the mountain to crash down in the lava field. Geysers of molten stone exploded upward in response. 
When the collapse finished, there was no sign of a building between the falls at all. Water poured down in a single wide stream. The dragon snorted in amusement. Well, I suppose if they want an estate it won’t be that one. Maybe we’ll keep Smoke’s tower after we kill him.
A brief flash of Elder Smoke trying to climb into his lap to kiss him crossed his mind and Nemesis immediately shuddered in revulsion. I’ll kill him the old-fashioned way… or perhaps… Nemesis narrowed his eyes while a plan began to form in his mind. 
He flew steadily around the mountain, and when he saw the town spread out before him, he realized he’d forgotten something important. 
The library! 
Nemesis folded his wings and dove toward the black trio of towers he’d been told held the sect’s books. Before he could crash into the stone, he shifted back to his elven form and looped his robes around himself.
His feet touched down on the stone and he paused at the sight of three armored figures barring his path. “You’re denying your Patriarch entrance?” he asked in a dark growl that promised retribution.
“Not at all,” a calm voice said from behind the guards, who separated slowly to reveal the figure of General Alecto. The towering, short-haired woman had a helmet resting in the crook of her elbow, though she didn’t appear armed. “My guards were simply escorting me. I had to drop off my mission journals for the sect’s records.”
The general pushed past her guards and went to one knee before Nemesis. He noted the woman’s head came to his chin even while she was kneeling. He resisted the temptation to float himself a few inches upward. There’s no point in competing with a seven-foot-tall giantess. 
“You’ve changed your hair,” he said. It was hard not to comment on it. She’d shaved the sides of her head, so her blue hair now reminded him of a horse’s mane. With her head lowered he was left staring at the top of her head. 
It also gave him a clear view of the blush that stole up her neck and tinted her ears. She clasped a fist to her chest with a heavy thud. “I am honored you noticed, Patriarch.” 
“Uh, you’re welcome… I had planned to do some research in the library; however, since you’re here… perhaps you would take a walk with me?” 
General Alecto came off as a stern, harsh taskmistress to him, yet the way she bounced to her feet at that moment reminded him of Persephone. The woman looked like she’d just witnessed a divine ascension. Fanatical fire burned in her eyes. She turned her head to look at the soldiers behind her.
“All of you, return to barracks and make sure the men know I’m back. If anyone asks, you can inform them that I’ve taken my place at the Patriarch’s side. Dismissed.”
Her soldiers saluted with fists to their breastplates without hesitation, then they took off at a run. Nemesis watched them leave, then considered he still didn’t know where the martial members of the sect spent their time. He didn’t have time to think of it, because Alecto descended the library stairs to come to a stop before him.
“Where would you like to go?” she asked in a hushed whisper.
That’s a good question, Nemesis admitted to himself. Where do I want to go? He took a moment to consider the various plans they’d been making, then settled on one that would put him back on track. It was difficult, because all he wanted to do was go into the library and read. I hate having responsibilities, he thought mutinously.
“Could you escort me to the training grounds? There was a warrior I encountered a few days ago, a swordsman named Po Ri. I had hoped to speak with him again and perhaps test my skills against some of the sect’s best fighters.”
Alecto lit up and the religious ecstasy that poured off of her hit Nemesis like a blast of lightning directly to his brain. The intensity of her emotions made him momentarily grateful for the dampening effect of the city’s formations. He wasn’t sure he could handle her full zeal on a continual basis.
Still, while he recovered from her mood she took his hand and began to escort him down the street. The dragon was vaguely amused to see she’d tucked her hand into his elbow like he was some damsel in need of protection.
Instead of fighting it, he allowed the woman to lead him along. Their height differences would have made it awkward had she tried to cling to his elbow the way Elder Song had done. A warmth pulsed out from his stomach at the thought, reminding him of the elven priestess currently digesting in his stomach.
It’s good she didn’t have much meat on her bones… if she’d been a worthwhile meal I’d feel absolutely bloated right now.
He pushed that thought aside and returned his attention to Alecto. “How did your mission to throw off the Empire go?” he asked, voice quiet. Nemesis was keenly aware of the people moving along the streets around him.
“It went about as well as expected. Proof of Jaden’s betrayal has cemented the opinion that he was a spoiled fool meddling in politics above his station. The death of Nord is being lauded by the Scaleguard… and they mourn the loss of Glaive and Persephone. The entire affair has reduced the standing of the kingdom in the Emperor’s eyes. The Immortal ordered a new legion to take over the outpost.”
“Did the Scaleguard send new dragons as well?”
Alecto shook her head. “No, they sent a reinforced gryphon force with the army. They also increased the number of magi among the cultivators. The imperial advisors don’t think the spirit beasts in the area will reach dangerous levels before the legion settles in.”
“And are they seeking us?”
“It’s hard to say. My reports were written to imply that you’d all fled after taking grave wounds. The Emperor didn’t seem to assign much value to you, but he has ordered all free dragons hunted. Likely they’ll send bounty hunters after you, but you’re not a priority yet.”
Nemesis nodded, then he turned his attention to what lay beyond the gates the two of them had just strode through. 
They’d reached the training grounds.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Six


Mana flew through the air as warriors used their techniques to train against each other. Nemesis witnessed women in robes throwing blades of fire from the edges of their swords, men in heavy armor shattering the stone underfoot with swings of their hammers, swift figures sheathed in wind stabbing out with spears… and in the middle of it all was Po Ri. 
The silver-haired man swirled like a dervish. He wielded a slender, curved blade, and a trio of crimson swords made from ice followed his movements like living echoes. Those frozen blades moved in variations of Po Ri’s own swings, which meant his foe was forced to defend against four separate attacks moving in perfect synchrony. 
It was easy to see why the sect considered him a rising star among their warriors.
At the same time… he was weak. 
Nemesis would have guessed the man’s cultivation rank about the same was Harper’s had been before they started dual cultivation—except his foundation felt… squishy. I don’t know how better to describe it. It’s not like the corruption of someone who absorbs beast cores. There’s just something hollow about his cultivation. 
Confused, Nemesis turned to Alecto and then waved a hand toward Po Ri. “Do you know him?” the dragon asked. 
The general crossed her arms over her torso and narrowed her gaze, contemplating the swordsman. Nemesis didn’t rush her, letting her take the time she needed to study Po Ri. Just because the pair both seemed to revere Nightshade didn’t mean they were familiar with each other.
Several minutes later, Alecto turned her face to his. “I am familiar with him, yes. He’s an… unfortunate tale.”
Raising his eyebrow, Nemesis waved his hand in a circle to indicate she should continue.
He did his best to ignore the slightly dreamy expression she took on, focusing instead on the words themselves. “Po Ri is a brilliant swordsman, but his cultivation came from a place of disease. When he was young, a ravaging sickness took hold of his body. It corroded both his bones and his soul. His father was one of the sect’s greatest fighters. Po Ri trained hard to learn his father’s skills and won several tournaments, all without any real power to back his technique. Afterword, he took his winnings and purchased medications to cure his illness.”
Nemesis grunted and turned his gaze back to Po Ri. Is that what I am sensing? Did the foundation of his cultivation collapse because his body required all that energy just to repair itself? He never would have survived if he’d been a spirit beast.
For a moment, the dragon found himself wondering if there was some merit to the way humanoids cultivated. Supporting each other to overcome their shortcomings. But… is that what they actually do?
Nemesis would never forget the way the cadets at Fort Talon had been pitted against each other. They’d been forced to compete for resources, and many there had been driven to quit, or had died. 
And he’d be a fool if he thought this sect was any less cutthroat. The atmosphere of the disciples in Smoke’s tower had been resentful toward Kaia, and the point system guaranteed that those who gave the most to the sect gained the most rewards.
“Wouldn’t it make sense to help establish his foundation so he could better serve the sect?” Nemesis asked. He looked at Alecto, expecting her to have an answer. To his surprise, she was shaking her head.
“I can see why you would think so, yet the resources we could use to repair the damage his body took in childhood could also be used to elevate three lesser swordsmen to an equal power. Without a strong patron to support him, the sect won’t justify those expenses.”
“It is short-sighted,” Nemesis countered. “The quality of one prodigy pushed forward would see him rise beyond what lesser men could manage.”
Alecto flipped a hand, not quite disagreeing, yet clearly of a different opinion. “That is possibly true; however, people fall off their path all the time. Prodigies break. Expending all of those resources only to see him fracture his core would leave the sect with nothing. If he had a patron who covered the cost of his growth, that would be one thing. Lacking that support, the sect isn’t willing to take a gamble on him.”
“Then… you should become his patron,” Nemesis said. He turned his head to face Alecto completely and put his back to Po Ri and the other warriors training. “You are equal in strength to the masters who stand upon the council. Elder Phon is in need of replacement.”
Elder Song will need a replacement too… But they can discover that for themselves, he thought, fighting to keep a smile off his lips.
Every word seemed to cause Alecto to stiffen. By the time he finished speaking, she stood still, completely unmoving. Nemesis wasn’t confused by her silence, though, because he could feel the razor edge of her fanaticism gnawing at his mind—she was practically on fire with her desire to serve his ambitions.
“Are you sure?” she asked. Her voice took on a husky tone, almost panting. “You want me to kill for you? If I take up the mantle of Elder, I won’t be able to return to the Empire.”
“Fuck the Empire,” Nemesis growled. He raised a hand, then slashed it down. “You’ve served them long enough. We don’t need you training any more legions. Especially legions that might one day hunt us. You’d be better off here to shape the future of the sect.”
Nemesis paused, then a smile crossed his lips. “After all, when I’ve settled my right to rule, I will need powerful soldiers to follow my commands. I must establish myself.”
Alecto seemed to resonate to the idea of helping found his legacy; her fist slammed into her breast and she inclined her head in a deep bow. When she straightened, she looked over at the training warriors.
“Po Ri! Front and center. We have something to do.”
The swordsman stumbled in surprise at having his name bellowed across the sparring grounds. With his concentration broken, his frozen blades shattered into dripping blood shards that splashed across the ground. He took several skating steps that left paths of ice along the ground beneath his feet.
When he came to a stop, he bowed low to the General. He didn’t even notice Nemesis at first, which the dragon found intensely irritating. Damned oversized woman, he thought to himself. 
Po Ri saluted Alecto. “You wanted to see me?”
Alecto looked over Po Ri’s shoulder, and the slender man suddenly realized Nemesis was standing behind him. The dragon smirked at the man when Po Ri met his eyes. The man let out an inarticulate noise, then struck his heart with a fist. “Patriarch!” he said.
Nemesis let out a soft chuckle. “Glad to see you finally noticed me,” he said. He looked past Po Ri to Alecto, then held out a hand to the swordsman. “Congratulations on becoming Alecto’s disciple. Now, you two need to go and overthrow an Elder. Have fun.”
A look of horror spread across Po Ri’s face, but before he could say anything Alecto clasped his shoulder. She flashed Nemesis a wide smile, then the pair of warriors vanished with a thunderclap. Whatever movement technique the General used displaced the air so heavily that it caused a shockwave, buffeting everyone nearby.
The dragon took control of his hair and telekinetically wove it back into a braid. He glanced down, happy to see that his robes hadn’t been shredded in the sudden surge of wind. His eyes briefly tracked where he thought the pair had gone, then he turned to see that the other warriors were all staring at him.
He took in each of the fighters in turn, saw the way they held their mana, the battle auras that seemed to flare around them. They wanted to fight. The collective mood on the sparring field was focused on him.
Finally, it’s time to do what I’ve been waiting all day for, he mused, examining their fierce expressions.
These warriors each wanted to test themselves in battle against a dragon.
Nemesis clapped his hands together with a sudden crack. “Right. Time to go to the library!”
Wrapping himself in his telekinesis, Nemesis hurled himself into the air and then curved down to glide at a blistering pace down the road. He retraced the path he had taken with Alecto, dodging and slipping between sect members using the street.
When he landed on the doorstep of the library, he was happy to see that there was no one waiting to block his path inside. If something interrupted me one more time I might have set the obstacle on fire. I just want to read some books… is that too much to ask?
He grumbled to himself while he marched up the steps and in through the door of the black tower. The entrance gave way to a wide, semicircular chamber and several desks. Sect members in robes were seated at each desk. They had huge tomes spread open before them, and Nemesis saw the desks were marked by letters and seemed to divide the alphabet into similar-sized segments. 
Approaching the desk marked with the H, Nemesis rested his hand upon the stone desk. The smooth marble was cold beneath his fingers. The woman behind the desk stared up at him, and something about his expression caused her to blanch.
“History books, give them all to me,” he said. He paused, realizing his voice had come out in an ominous hiss. Clearing his throat, he tried again. “Apologies. I am Nemesis, your Patriarch. I would like to see the recordings of the sect’s history, please.”
The gnomish woman had been shrinking back from him from the moment he’d begun speaking, but at his apology she straightened. Suddenly, she offered him a brilliant smile. “A book lover? Well, that’s different, then. By all means, allow me to fetch a page to guide you to the proper stacks.”
The dragon backed up a bit from the desk and shifted impatiently from foot to foot, then he remembered what he had planned to request. “I would like a copy of the sect’s books delivered to my cavern.”
The woman blinked and froze in the middle of tinkling a small bell. “Which… ones?” she asked. It wasn’t until she started sweating that he realized his aura had begun leaking out. Given the librarian was one of the lowest-ranked cultivators he had dealt with since he met Harper, he quickly grasped that the pressure was hurting her.
It took some effort to rein in his excitement and stop letting his energies fill the chamber. Only when he’d managed that, did he answer her. “All of them, if you please.”
The woman swallowed, though she did seem to be more comfortable now that he was suppressing his aura. “That… may take some time, Patriarch. Many of the books are available to the council and other masters alone. Until they sign off on the release, I can’t have the scribes copy those books for you.”
While the floor cracked underneath Nemesis, he didn’t take his frustrations out on the young gnome behind the desk. “I understand. My partners warned me that there would be limits. I ask you to accomplish what you can.”
He had to work to stop the grinding of his teeth, but he managed it. The woman offered him a smile, though it was shaky. “I’ll do my best, Patriarch. We all will.”
I didn’t mean to make her fear me, but if that means she gets me my books… I’ll take it.
The page arrived less than a minute later, and Nemesis found himself confronted with something he hadn’t had to deal with before. A child. A human child was staring at him with both hands tucked into the sleeves of its burgundy robes. Copper hair hung all around its face in ringlets… and Nemesis realized he had no idea if he was looking at a boy or a girl.
The gnome looked from him to the page, then back to him. “This is Acolyte Joat, she will take you to the history section. Please be careful of your aura within the library. Many of the books are fragile, and if they’re damaged we’ll have to ask you to leave.”
Given how much fear she felt toward him, the dragon was surprised to find a core of steel within her. She was sweating, yet showed no inclination to back down. Nemesis was about to respond when Joat offered him a smile and said, “Don’t worry, it’s going to be fine!”
Blinking, he turned to focus on the kid’s face. “You can take me to the books I want?” he asked her. When she nodded eagerly, Nemesis beamed at her. “Then you are my new best friend.”
Nemesis allowed the girl to grab his hand, and then she led him deeper into the library. In his excitement to reach the books he started to jog, lifting her with his mind to make sure she kept up. Joat let out a squeal of excitement and pointed which way they needed to go. Soon he was levitating alongside her and they were flying in and out among the stacks.
He could tell from her emotions that she was taking longer to get to the books than she needed to, but he had to admit her joy was infectious. By the time she motioned for him to set them both down, she was practically glowing with joy. “Here, here are the history books!” she whispered. “But we need to keep our voice down or the librarians will come kick us out…”
She trailed off while glancing around with a paranoid squint that actually led Nemesis to look about as well. He didn’t see anyone stalking them, but he made a note to keep his voice down when he bent to talk to her.
“I’m looking for books on the founding of the sect by Nightshade. Do you know where those are?”
Joat spun away from him and started going over the spines of the books. Most of them didn’t have any kind of lettering. Nemesis had no idea how she was telling them apart—until he noticed that each book had a slim strip of leather that stuck out from between the pages.
There were tiny words written upon those leather strips, which were what she was carefully looking over. She moved steadily down the stack until she got to a trio of books at least three inches thick. One by one, she pulled them off the shelf. 
Nemesis reached out with his mind to support the weight of the books after she nearly toppled over backward. She shot him a grateful look and then drew out the next, and then the one next to that. 
Once those three were floating beside her, she turned to look at him and offered him a small bow. “Technically, I am supposed to wait here with you so I can make sure the books get put back on the shelves. Is that okay?”
Nemesis gathered the books against his chest and motioned for her to go ahead of him. “It’s fine. I’m not going to pay any attention to you once I start reading.”
“Awesome!”
The dragon had no idea why that excited the child, but he wasn’t going to question it. 
Not when he had books to read.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Seven


Reading was such a relaxing experience for Nemesis. 
He couldn’t explain what it was about the books that allowed him such tranquility, yet whenever he fell into a story he simply felt like he’d been transported to another world. Sadly, the world contained in these books was not a pleasant one.
According to the accounts within, the sect had descended into chaos when Nightshade had disappeared after her final clash with Kolos. He was shocked to discover that had actually been her third battle with the Immortal and his dragon. The first two had ended in draws, both dragons retreating to avoid death.
Their final battle had been a clash of dragons and the gathered armies that followed them. Nightshade lacked a bonded rider, but she had numerous sect followers on her side. The sect’s historian wasn’t kind toward the Immortal in his descriptions. The man used terms like coward, cheater, and usurper with reference to Kolos, but the unfolding story wasn’t hard to decipher. 
The Immortal was an S-rank human cultivator backed by a dragon’s power. Nightshade had her followers, but none who could match the power of an S-rank cultivator… and that had cost her.
Nightshade had been a Magus and Mount category, if Nemesis interpreted the descriptions properly. Vast magical power and highly lethal single-combat skills… but Kolos was Magus and War. The other dragon, a vast red monstrosity, was built exclusively for mass combat.
Nightshade’s army couldn’t withstand his presence… and the Immortal made that worse; apparently, Kolos’ partner had developed techniques that blocked or redirected Nightshade’s breath attacks. 
Between the two of them, they’d countered Nightshade. Nemesis couldn’t be sure if the writer was engaging in hyperbole when he said that Nightshade’s attacks blackened the sky… he actually didn’t know which elements she had drawn into her core to establish the foundation of her power. 
It made him realize that he’d always assumed he’d inherited his rare attributes from her, yet there were no records of her possessing psionic talents. Where did my mental abilities come from if not Nightshade?
In the first book he found no references to a mate. Did she only mate after Kolos drove her off? But she was dying from her wounds… hardly the ideal time to find a mate and lay eggs. Unless, was she egg heavy when she went into battle? But no dragon would go into battle with a clutch ready to lay…
Nemesis scowled and shifted to the second book in the stack. 
He paused before he opened the volume, because a gurgling sound had distracted him. Turning his head, he saw Joat fidgeting in her seat. “Is there a problem?” he asked. 
The girl blinked several times at him. “No… I’m just hungry,” she said. “It’s fine. I’m allowed to eat as soon as you’re finished with your research. Once the books are back on the shelves.”
Nemesis was about to return to his reading when he had a flash of insight into what Harper might say about him leaving a child hungry. He managed to avoid wincing, but it did drive him to looking within the ring he’d taken from Elder Song. 
He found something he knew he had no interest in and drew it out, setting it on the table in front of Joat. “Eat this to silence your belly,” he instructed, then he turned back to his book. He did his best to ignore the girl’s gasp of surprise. 
She managed to break open the opalescent melon rind without making any noise, and Nemesis chose to forgive her the small droplets of juice that struck the side of his head as a result. He watched her begin tearing out the flesh of the melon with her bare fingers and chuckled. She has a dragon’s appetite.
With that distraction silenced, he was able to delve into the second book. This account recorded the names of the first council after Nightshade’s disappearance. He didn’t recognize the names, but it was clear they acted as advisors to Charon, Persephone’s father. 
Charon, like Nightshade, was a Magus, but his powerset had made it harder for him to work with an army. Nightshade had tasked him with defending the sect in her absence. Reading between the lines, Nemesis got a sense that Charon’s thirst for war had faded after his mate Hestia died at Kolos’ claws.
His will broke when Kolos slaughtered his love. Once, I might have found that pathetic… now, I can understand how such a loss might hurt so greatly that everything else falls away in importance. Still, I think I would choose vengeance over surrender.
Charon and the council of Elders seemed to get along well, according to the records. About five years after the sect’s ruler disappeared, a woman named Mirabelle Whistle had founded the Church of Nightshade and began preaching her inevitable return. Whistle became an Elder three years later, after she’d defeated one of the older members in a duel. 
Nemesis shifted and leaned closer to the book when he turned the page and saw mention of a disciple named Song. Song had taken over Whistle’s duties at the temple of Nightshade… and that was when the sect’s relationship with spirit beasts started to change. 
It took well over two decades for the sacrifices to the temple to become a regular occurrence. From what Nemesis read, it all began with a few spirit beasts losing control of themselves and attempting to feast on sect cultivators. They’d been allowed into the town upon gaining their human forms—at the recommendation of Elder Whistle.
It took some careful cross referencing between the second and third book for Nemesis to confirm the pattern. Whistle brought in beasts who claimed loyalty to Nightshade… then years later there was an ‘attack’ of some sort when they went after the other sect members.
It was Song, acting as priestess of Nightshade, who suggested that the divine energies of Nightshade were driving her loyal followers mad. She preached that only by returning that energy to Nightshade could they guarantee the dragon’s return.
So they began burning the beast cores in the sacred flames.
A mere decade after that, most of the council had been replaced by Whistle’s followers. Charon, however, staunchly opposed the new direction taken by the sect. He rebelled against the spirit beast sacrifices, and it took the combined might of all the Elders and their followers to stop the dragon.
The resulting battle had created the lava fields below the sect’s mountain. Song somehow managed to claim Charon’s core, but his body was so hot it melted the earth below the sect and created a fiery pit that still burned today.
Nemesis contemplated that kind of power.
Charon had to have reached S-rank to have caused such destruction. This record states that over four hundred members of the sect lost their lives in putting him down. He fought alone. Most of the Elders died, including Whistle. After that, Elder Song took over and guided the sect in rebuilding. 
Nemesis shivered. Imagining the destruction Charon unleashed on the mountain caused his heart to thunder in his chest. His fingers tingled, and he had to stop reading for a moment just so he could rub his hands together. 
He glanced over to Joat and saw the girl was cultivating. Mana churned inside her. It occurred to him he hadn’t paid much attention to the strength of the melon he’d given her. Judging by the black sludge oozing out her skin… it had been quite potent. She was fast expelling the impurities in her system—and it smelled horrible.
Nemesis grimaced in distaste and carefully closed the book he’d been reading. Then, he wrapped Joat and her byproducts in his telekinesis and lifted the whole mess in the air. The girl didn’t seem to notice. She’d clearly fallen deeply into her meditation cycle, so he was able to walk her through the stacks without any issue.
He heard several exclamations of disgust as the smell wafted through the library. Ignoring all of that, Nemesis finally found the exit and took the young page through the doorway and down the stairs of the tower. The open air helped with the stench, but Nemesis knew it was going to take more than a light breeze to deal with this disgusting mass.
He floated them both into the sky and drifted over the town until he was able to reorient himself. Gliding toward his lair, Nemesis paused as he took in his target: a small lake with a sandy bottom marked the halfway point between the town and his caves. 
Fortunately for Joat, the lake was below the snowline. 
Nemesis dropped the child into the water and wrapped his mental hold around the lake and its sandy bottom. Soon, the mass was swirling around the child, scrubbing her skin until none of the black substance remained. That succeeded in waking her from her meditation, and she promptly began to scream and thrash in an attempt to climb out of the water.
“Cold! Cold! Why is it so cold!” she wailed. “I’m so wet! Help! I’m going to drown!”
“Nonsense, just put your feet down,” he replied, vaguely amused by her cries for help.
The child blinked rapidly and attempted to stand, which was when she discovered that he’d kept her in the shallows. The water only reached up to her shoulders. She stared at him from under her soaked ringlets and glared. Nemesis grinned openly when she put her fists to her hips.
“Why did you try to drown me?”
Laughing, Nemesis shook his head. “You were never in danger. I simply needed to clean you up. From the smell I would say that you broke through several obstacles in your cultivation. The stench was quite astounding.”
The girl squinted at him, then she splashed her way out of the water. Her attempts to flick the water off her hands onto him failed when he blocked it telekinetically. “Yeah… I didn’t think about it. That melon was soooo tasty! But then it was like there was this heat in my stomach. It kept building and I realized if I didn’t do something with it I might have gotten hurt.”
She caught him off guard when she kicked his ankle. “Why would you give me something so powerful?”
“It was all I had on me,” he replied. “Your stomach was making distracting noises and I wanted it to quiet down. So, I gave you what I had on hand. Besides, I hate melons.” 
She threw her hands up and Nemesis nearly laughed aloud when one of her wet sleeves slapped her in the face. “I could have died!”
“But you didn’t… and now you’re stronger. Aren’t you?”
That caused her pause. She closed her eyes and her face scrunched up. Nemesis assumed she was once again meditating in some way. He left her to it and simply began drawing the moisture out of her clothing one droplet at a time. 
It was good practice for his telekinesis. He paused, then began to carefully agitate the small particles of water within her robes. The girl let out a yelp and slapped at herself when the water rose in temperature and then converted to steam.
She was left a bit pink, but now she was clean and her robes were dry.
“Stop being weird!” she yelled, kicking him in the ankle a second time. “Every time I close my eyes, you do something strange.”
Nemesis cocked an eyebrow and considered that accusation. I suppose from her point of view there… might be some merit to that accusation. Still, she’s making such a big deal out of nothing. 
“You’re dry, so I can take you back to the library now,” he offered in response. “That is where you should go, yes?”
The girl shrugged, surprising him with the reluctance he felt within her. It was the first truly negative emotion he’d felt from her. Even when she’d been kicking and yelling at him, she’d had a happy warmth to her.
“I guess… But they’ll send me back to the home,” the girl muttered. Something about the derogatory way she said it made the dragon cock his ears. Her saying ‘the’ home, not her home, caught his attention.
“You don’t enjoy your domicile?” he asked. 
Joat flapped a hand and sighed. “It’s fine. The other kids are all like me. We don’t have parents. The sect lets us stay and we earn our keep doing small jobs. If we can impress someone in authority, we’re rewarded with cultivation techniques. I have it better than some of the others. The librarian let me read a mana-cycling manual once… but he’s really strict on how we have to behave in the library. If my breakthrough and the smell bothered people, they’ll never let me come back.”
She grew more morose while she gave her explanation, and by the end she looked ready to cry. Nemesis frowned… and then a slow realization dawned on him. It’s my fault. I gave her a potent spirit fruit and caused her to have to cultivate. If she’s dismissed from the library, it will be because of my mistakes.
A second realization made him blanch.
Harper is going to kill me.
Then something else Joat had said registered with him. “You are an orphan? You have no parents?”
The copper-haired girl shook her head, causing her wet hair to slide enough to reveal the pointed tip of one ear. That was when Nemesis realized she was probably a half-elf, like Harper. He wrapped her in his mind and then lifted off the ground.
“Hey! What are you doing? Put me down!” she demanded in a yell. “You can’t eat me just because I’m an orphan!”
Nemesis almost stopped at that, and he cast a look over his shoulder at her while they glided toward his lair. “Why would I want to eat you?” he asked in confusion.
Joat paused in her yelling. She offered him a frown. “Isn’t that what spirit beasts do? Eat cultivators to grow in power?”
Nemesis shrugged. “Sometimes. I did eat someone today… because she was a very unpleasant person and she kissed me without permission.”
“Oh.” Joat’s frown intensified. “Well, then she deserved it. People shouldn’t touch each other like that without consent.”
“Quite right,” the dragon agreed. “If anyone bothers you that way, then you be sure to kill them. Or tell me. I can kill them for you.”
“Thank you,” Joat said. He wasn’t sure why his words had made her feel relief, yet after his simple declaration she’d stopped struggling and complaining. He also had no idea why trust was radiating off of the child now, but it did make flying them to his lair far easier.
When he arrived at the cavern entrance, he saw that someone had hung a huge bronze gong at the mouth of the cave. That left him smiling while he flew them both into the darkness. There, Joat’s anxiety started rising again, but Nemesis did his best to ignore it. 
Children seemed quite fickle.
They descended onto his pile of coins and he was pleased to see Harper relaxing upon some kind of stuffed sack of padding nearby. His rider looked up and her eyes widened at the sight of the child dangling telekinetically behind him.
“Nemesis… who is that?” she asked cautiously.
Nemesis waved his hand back at the girl. “This is Joat. I’m adopting her.”






  
  Chapter Twenty-Eight


Joat screamed in joyous surprise; Harper began shouting—the two sounds blended together and echoed in the huge cave in a way that made it impossible for him to understand either of them. 
Nemesis tossed Joat to Harper so the two of them would be out of the way, then resumed his true form. He growled happily while curling around on top of his coins. Though not his intention, the sound did an effective job of silencing both of the women. Well, one woman and one girl-child.
Harper broke the silence first. “I’ll talk to him,” she whispered to Joat, putting a hand on the girl’s shoulder. Then she strode over to him and thumped her fist on one of the heavy scales covering his foreleg. Her glare was heavy, though he could sense her conflicted emotions. “Nemmy, what do you mean you’re adopting her?” 
The dragon let out a chuckle that caused the coins under him to jostle and slide around. Some pooled at Harper’s feet, distracting him with how good she looked surrounded in gold. She cleared her throat after a second and his gaze snapped back to her.
“Ah. Joat’s an orphan. She was assigned to me while I did some research at the library. I accidentally pushed her to break through in her cultivation. The smell was awful, so I brought her to a pond to wash her. She was rambling about the library refusing to take her back because of the stench, and I realized that was my fault. Then, I thought how it would be nice to have someone young around. You all seem quite interested in children, so… yes. We can take her in.”
Harper’s eyes had steadily widened while he spoke, but it was Joat who moved to respond first. She marched up to him and started punching one of his leg scales with… well, not much force at all, really. Her cultivation was very weak.
“I do not smell!” she protested.
“Everyone who cultivates smells when they make a breakthrough,” Nemesis responded. “You broke several low thresholds and your body was flushed of many impurities. If offending someone’s nose is too much to bear, you’ll never advance your cultivation.” 
The girl wounded up, clearly intending to kick him, but froze when Harper settled hands on her shoulder and drew her back slightly. “He’s telling the truth. Pushing the impurities out of your body causes a foul material to ooze from your skin. It happens to all of us. What he isn’t mentioning is that it’s so much worse when the cultivator is dragon sized.”
Harper stuck her tongue out at Nemesis and he let out an amused rumble in response. He didn’t interfere, however, when she turned the child to face her. “Is he telling the truth about the library?”
Joat nodded, then raised her hands in a helpless gesture. “The orphanage gives us small jobs… but it’s our responsibility to keep them. The librarian is very strict about disruptions. Still, it was the best fruit I’ve ever tasted.”
“Fruit?” Harper turned her attention back to Nemesis and he found himself studying the gold coins around her feet. “Since when do you carry fruit on you… or… anything?” The suspicion in her tone was clear. Right, I didn’t mention getting Song’s ring, he realized.  
Nemesis casually raised his foreleg and scratched at a scale with one of his talons. The slender silver band had shifted, somehow, to still fit around his toe. “I had it in this. My ring. It allows me to store things.”
Harper’s eyes widened. She shot her gaze over to Joat, but the orphan didn’t seem to find anything odd about a dragon wearing a spatial ring. When Harper looked back at him, she rested her hand on his knuckle. 
‘Nemmy,’ she said, pushing her thoughts through telepathically. ‘Where did you get a spatial storage ring?’
‘Oh, well, Elder Song lured me to her private demesne and attempted to seduce me. She started kissing me without permission, so I flooded her mouth with my poison mana. Then I looted her, ransacked her home, ate her, and went to the library… except I ran into General Alecto. I took Alecto to see Po Ri and had her take him as a disciple. Then I sent them to challenge Elder Phon for his position on the council. Once all of that was out of the way, I went to finally go read. Joat’s stomach was growling and interrupting my reading, so I gave her the first thing I found that I wouldn’t want to eat myself. It was a white melon, like a big pearl. It was glowing and stuff. The kid ate it, I read, then I started smelling her and took her to get cleaned up.’
Harper stepped back in shock. “You gave a child a Heaven’s Purification Melon?” Nemesis wasn’t sure why she asked the question out loud, or what was so special about that melon in particular.
“Uh, maybe?” 
He took a moment to concentrate on the ring around his toe. There was a lot of stuff in there, since he’d looted pretty much everything in Song’s house. After several—long—seconds of Harper staring at him, he managed to find the melons, which he summoned and sent tumbling to Harper’s feet. “There, these.”
The heap at Harper’s feet glowed with opalescent glory, and in a pile like that, Nemesis could sense the mana radiating off of them. They were kind of potent. I suppose that’s why she’s grumpy with me. Those are probably too strong for a child to eat safely.
His eye flicked to Joat and saw her staring at the melons with a thin line of drool forming at the corner of her mouth. Not wanting to get into more melon trouble, he summoned a platter of jerky from the ring and floated that toward the hungry child—only to have Harper snatch it out of the air.
“Nemesis! Stop giving the kid food fit for a master cultivator! She’ll explode if she eats this stuff. Ugh! I’ll get her something appropriate for her level instead.” Harper huffed and set the tray of jerky down and turned to Joat. “Are you okay? Does anything hurt?”
Joat, now looking far more alarmed, had begun patting herself down the moment Harper said explode. She stared at the other half-elf with concerned eyes. “No? I don’t think so. What do you mean explode? I don’t want to explode!”
Doing his best to go unnoticed, Nemesis floated a slice of the jerky into the air and into his mouth instead. He let it fall onto his tongue and rubbed the dried meat against a fang. It had a delicate, salty flavor he found quite nice. The mana didn’t seem all that potent to him. Maybe if I were as squishy as a humanoid I’d have issues? 
He was still contemplating the intricate flavor of the jerky when Harper tapped on his head to draw his attention back to them. She’d gathered the melons in a mesh bag and slung them over her shoulder. 
“I’m taking Joat to the healers to make sure you haven’t damaged her cultivation. We’ll discuss the… adoption… later, once we know she’s okay. You need to think before you act, Nemmy.”
He sighed, a dark rumble that momentarily billowed out some smoke because he’d added a hint of fire mana to emphasize the breath. “I was thinking. She was hungry, I gave her food. Then I cleaned her up because it was my fault she was smelly. Then when she said she couldn’t go back to the library, I—”
Harper interrupted him by running her hand along his jaw. Her face softened and he sensed loved radiating off of her. “Okay, I get it. You were thinking about her. Sorry. I just got scared on her behalf… and it caught me by surprise. We’ll talk more when I come back. About a lot of things.”
‘Sounds good. I need a nap. Song’s swimming in my stomach and making me a bit sleepy.’
Harper rolled her eyes at the telepathic message, but she kissed his jaw and turned to take Joat’s hand. The kid was staring at him like he’d grown a second head, but the emotions she gave off hinted at excitement and worry in equal measure. 
Nemesis didn’t consider himself any kind of an expert in humanoid children, but he didn’t think Joat was unhappy with having met him. 
When Harper vanished using some movement technique that slid the earth beneath them, he closed his eyes and settled in to digest the master. Just before he let himself go under, he did drag up his stats to see if anything had changed.
Nemesis: current rank, B5. Potential Rank, Limitless 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental B4
Lethality B6
Defensive B4
Physicality B6
Magic B5
Classification: Demigod. Subclassification: Prismatic.
He wasn’t shocked that a lone cultivator hadn’t been enough to improve any of his scores, but he was disappointed. We’re going to have to dedicate some time to cultivating. Persephone and I can improve my scores, and I can then pass that power along to the others once we’re together. Talia has reached B-rank, so she might be able to boost me as well. If we can get to A-rank in the next few weeks… then no one here can challenge us.
With Elder Song dead, one of our biggest stumbling blocks should be removed. If Alecto takes Phon’s place, it would leave Elder Smoke without clear allies. Though… how will the sect react to Song’s disappearance?
Nemesis… hadn’t really considered that when he’d eaten the woman. She’d annoyed him and he’d gotten rid of her. But he had no idea who would rise to take her place from the temple… or if her replacement even had to be from the temple.
The complicated politics made his head ache, so he shoved it all out of mind and let himself settle down to sleep. 
Not that he was able to enjoy his nap—a howling wind tore across the mouth of his lair and caused a horrid whistling sound. Nemesis opened his eyes and let out a wordless growl of annoyance. Rising to his feet, the black dragon stalked forward to see what was causing the unnatural noise.
What he found when he stuck his head out of the cavern was a full blizzard spinning around a figure in midair. Elder Phon, bleeding from his side, was floating in a storm of his own mana. The man was sending a never-ending stream of razor-sharp ice down at someone below.
Following the attack, Nemesis spotted General Alecto marching forward through the blizzard. Each footstep seemed to cause the air around her congeal and slow, robbing the ice shards of much of their strength.
Alecto had changed into a suit of armor made of heavy plates of metal molded to her body. Her joints were protected by thick chain mesh, and a full helmet completely concealed her features. All but her eyes. Those blazed with power.
One hand held a spear that had to be at least nine feet in length. The haft was made of some silver material, while the blade was three feet of black crystal. For anyone else it might have been a short pike, but the general wielded it like a staff. Her other hand gripped a shield shaped like an inverted triangle. 
She casually blocked the most powerful ice strikes, all while steadily moving toward Phon. Nemesis couldn’t make out what the elf was shouting, but he was clearly enraged. The veins on his neck stood out and there was spittle forming at the corners of his mouth. Each time he shouted something, he threw more of the storm’s energy at Alecto.
How is she going to get him down? Nemesis wondered idly. He settled on his belly, excited to watch the fight. The howling wind was annoying, but the frosty mana moving around him didn’t bother him at all. 
He got his answer a moment later when Alecto stomped a foot against the ground and disappeared. The armored woman reappeared behind Phon and stabbed forward with her spear. A necklace around the Elder’s neck flashed and a barrier appeared between them. 
The crystal tip slammed into the summoned shield and shattered it like glass. Nemesis saw some kind of mana flash through with the strike, though he couldn’t quite identify it. However, the barrier gave Phon the time he needed to slip out from under the blow. It tore his robes and opened a new wound along his side, but the strike wasn’t even close to fatal.
The flurry of cold and ice that streamed back at Alecto threatened to turn her into a flying snowball; the frosty build up along her armor seemed to soften her form. Then she threw her shield in front of herself and it released a chiming sound that seemed to shake the sky.
A globe of intense cold exploded out from Alecto and caught Phon’s extended fingers. Nemesis watched in fascination while his hand turned pale white, then went black, and finally crumbled to powder. The built-up snow all over Alecto froze instantly to ice and a moment later seemed to dissolve.
Is that… a cold so intense it can destroy ice? 
Phon flew backward, clutching his ruined hand. The wrist was clearly frostbitten, and he appeared to have trouble moving his elbow. His expression had changed to fear, though the rage was still present.
The Elder began to spin himself violently in place and a funnel cloud formed around him. Snow and ice was torn up from the ground and sent flying around him. The sky grew dark and Nemesis lost sight of Phon as the blizzard grew stronger.
Alecto had dropped back to the ground and she raised her shield to put it between herself and the swirling cloud of ice. Huge boulders began to rain down around her. Those that impacted her shield were deflected away; others she split in half with her spear, stepping between the fragments with uncanny accuracy.
He sensed the same mana she’d used before, building with every stroke of her spear, then it hit him. She’s gathering momentum. Is that her secret? The concept of cold combined with the power of momentum… Fascinating.
Nemesis had only briefly touched on the ideas behind concepts when he’d embraced the idea of the consuming darkness. The energy he’d gathered from that moment of enlightenment had allowed him to develop the cultivation technique used with Harper and the others.
Alecto clearly had a different concept, possibly two. He’d been told that they were rare for cultivators, because they required a deep understanding of whatever that cultivator focused upon. He couldn’t be sure that was what she was doing, except he knew that no ordinary amount of ice mana would overcome Phon’s resistance as a blizzard cultivator.
He doubted Phon was simply so weak he couldn’t protect himself from his own element.
Another ting rang out drawing his attention back to the fight. Alecto had blocked a gleaming silver sword that had flown at her out of the storm. The sphere of cold around her locked it in place—but there was no sign of Phon.
Nemesis didn’t have time to search for the Elder before Phon came back into sight with a hundred swirling blades of ice flying around him. Especially since Phon was hurling that massive attack directly into Nemesis’ face. 






  
  Chapter Twenty-Nine


Nemesis stared at the oncoming ice in surprise. For just a moment, the shock of being the one attacked left him flat-footed. Recovering a split second later, Nemesis flooded his scales with fire mana. Crimson began to glow between his black scales, the exposed lines of mana igniting into tracks of flame when he drew a deep breath of air into his lungs. 
When the storm of ice shards reached him, they began to steam at the heat radiating from his body, and the moment Nemesis opened his jaws and exhaled a massive cone of flames into the sky, the ice was vaporized.
Snapping his wings open and slammed them downward, Nemesis hurled himself into the air, where the frosty environment rippled under his passage. The aura of flames around him grew more intense. Nemesis felt the thermal air beneath his wings add to his lift, though it wouldn’t work as a true technique—it used too much mana for too little reward.
Talia could make that work as a true speed technique, he thought.
He put that out of his mind and instead focused all of his attention on Elder Phon. The bleeding, green-haired man was attempting to wrap his body in armor made from the icy storm around him. The huge funnel cloud started compressing in on itself in an effort to protect its creator. 
Nemesis sucked in another great breath and vomited another stream of flames into the core of the blizzard. Dragon fire met ice mana and the entire mass exploded into steam, water, and chunks of ice flying in every direction. 
Nemesis closed his eyes and let the displaced ice deflect off his scales, confident in his own power. Once the ringing impacts had passed, he opened his eyes to look for Elder Phon once more. 
The Elder had ducked down and away from him, but Nemesis didn’t bother to pursue. Instead, he swept his huge body in a circle and destroyed more of the storm with his ambient heat. The entire time he kept his crimson gaze locked on Phon.
“Do not dismiss me, whelp!” Phon screamed. “You will not take that which we have rightfully earned! The sect is ours and we are the true rul—urgk!”
Phon’s unhinged rant was cut short when a crystal spear was driven through his back to erupt out his chest. Nemesis was amused to see that the Elder was tough enough to have survived the strike. The man looked down at the spear in shock, then Alecto twisted the haft and widened the wound.
Blood gurgled up out of Phon’s throat, drowning out whatever his last words might have been. Alecto tore her spear free of his body, which sent the Elder collapsing to his knees. Phon’s hands trembled while he reached for his ring in an attempt to draw something from it.
Alecto swept her spear in a casual arc that lopped his arm off at the elbow. She deftly caught the falling hand on the flat expanse of her shield a second later and flicked it away from the Elder. “Attacking a witness during our duel? You truly have lost your honor, Phon.”
Her dismissal was the last words Phon heard; Alecto swung her blade and took his head off at the neck. With his heart destroyed the new wound didn’t have much blood left to pump out, but Nemesis thought the tiny spurt was still pretty.
He brought himself in for a landing and casually plucked the ring from Phon’s finger with his telekinesis, then floated it over to Alecto and spun it before her eyes. “To the winner go the spoils,” the dragon offered. 
Alecto let out a snort, though she did claim the ring and offer him a bow. “I am sorry I allowed the battle to move in this direction and disrupt your rest,” she said. “I knew he’d head toward the glacial ice, but I didn’t think he’d launch an attack on you directly.”
Nemesis lifted his wings in a shrug and curled his tail around his haunches. “It was a coward’s ploy. He knew he was losing so he hoped to strike out at me and ensure that your victory became meaningless. I am impressed by the strength of your path. Am I right in assuming you have a deeper understanding of two separate concepts?”
Alecto made the spear and the shield vanish into Phon’s ring. She slid it around her finger and it somehow sank under the armor she was clad in. “Yes. My fighting style is dedicated to the inexorable advance: to be unstoppable. It has given me insight into the power of battle momentum. At the same time, I have a natural affinity for cold, which I have developed into the idea of freezing. Cold so intense it prevents all movement.”
A potent combination, Nemesis thought. She advances while her foes are trapped in place. If she can develop that into a single idea… she might well become a true monster.
He reached up and scratched the underside of his jaw with his claws. “Impressive,” he murmured. It took him a moment to notice that the ground under him was starting to steam. Nemesis realized he’d never withdrawn the flame mana from his scales, so he quickly drew that energy back into his core.
The air cooled swiftly and Alecto appeared more comfortable. The General clapped a fist against her heart in salute. “Thank you, Patriarch. If you’ll excuse me, however, I must take the proof of my victory to the council.”
Alecto flickered and appeared next to Phon’s head. She clutched it by the hair, then vanished once again using her movement technique. Nemesis stared at the severed arm and the cooling corpse at his feet. It took mere moments to decide to eat the body. “Waste not, want not.”
Nemesis turned his head to look back at the entrance to his lair. He hadn’t actually made it that far from where he’d been sleeping. The dragon shifted, uncomfortable with the idea that he could be attacked any time he went to sleep. 
He didn’t even bother to fly to return to his cave, choosing instead to walk. When he reached it, he set about gathering every bit of treasure into the ring he’d claimed earlier that day from Elder Song. He scoured the small cave system to ensure nothing was left behind. Once he had it all, the dragon abandoned his lair and took flight over the mountain. 
Persephone’s father’s lair is the perfect place to move. The formations that prevent mana from escaping make it almost impossible to detect, and we’ll be able to dual cultivate within it. There’s no point maintaining a lair where my enemies can find me. Though… do I still need to fear them?
Nemesis turned that over in his head. It would be easy to assume that Elder Smoke was no threat to him without his comrades… yet that could easily come back and bite him. I also have no true assurances that Cynthia and Ji Daine are true allies. They could easily have sided with me in the hopes my actions would clear some of their rivals for power. Assuming they have my best intentions… well, that seems like a quick way to find myself dead.
Nemesis drifted over the frozen peak of the mountain and took his time to examine the terrain beneath him. The sect focused far more of their attention on the peak than they did the base of their mountain. Perhaps it was the human fear that they’d fall off the edge.
Or maybe they were simply terrified of the field of lava left behind by the dragon they’d betrayed. While he didn’t understand their reasoning, it did mean that the wilderness this high on the mountain was remarkably tame. 
Herds of ice mammoths, glacier goats, and the occasional frost bears all moved through the frozen landscape, but none of them showed signs of having advanced to a high degree… and there was nothing unique. 
Nemesis had begun noticing that the spirit beasts which seemed to rise to power in a given area all tended to latch onto something that pushed them beyond the natural bounds of their upbringing. Here on this peak, he saw no signs of any animals pushing away from the standard paths.
I would guess the sect hunts the most powerful beasts for their own cultivation practices… which would mean the beasts that don’t stand out live longer. A bastardized defiance of the natural order of things.
He found it… disappointing. Establishing the outpost with Harper and the others had let him spend time in true wilderness. The variety of spirit beasts there had astounded him. His own mana progression was atypical for a dragon thanks to his psionics, which had slowed his growth at first—yet once he’d found a true technique he’d begun to flourish.
With that in mind, Nemesis narrowed his eyes to study a pack of wolves stalking a small herd of mammoths. The wolves didn’t radiate the same frosty energy as the other beasts—they instead gave off wisps of wood mana, as well as a blend of shadows and earth. 
It was a small pack, but their individual members were strong.
Nemesis pushed his mind to its capacity and touched the mental spark of each of the five wolves. He felt their rudimentary thoughts: hunger, fear, bloodlust—all normal emotions for a predator. 
Then he tore their minds free and swallowed them.
The pack collapsed, all functions in their bodies simply ceasing without a mind to guide them, so Nemesis had no problem gathering their carcasses and storing them in the ring around his talon. Using that technique within the jamming field of the mountain had drained him, but the flash of energy coursing through his body upon swallowing their mind sparks left him flushed with pride.
The stronger my Mental score, the easier it is to overcome the jamming formations… but it still takes a great deal of effort. I doubt those wolves were higher than B-rank. I don’t think I could manage to tear the mind free of an A-rank cultivator just yet, especially with the interference active.
Nemesis contemplated that while he glided, but when he was finally convinced that he wasn’t being followed, he moved in the direction of the hidden lair. The flight remained quiet, and Nemesis immediately felt when he’d reached the right area.
The stillness in the mana was eerie, off-putting, yet so subtle that if he hadn’t known what was happening he might not have noticed it. Ambient mana didn’t always swirl and twist without the presence of active techniques or powerful beasts. Placid mana was generally a sign there was nothing powerful around.
Except, his own presence should have been disrupting the mana. A B-rank dragon tended to continually shed power, which then began adjusting the landscape around them. Instead, Nemesis felt his mana unravel and vanish without disturbing the tranquility of the area. Because he was looking, he couldn’t help but feel like something was scrubbing his influence out of the universe.
It was… unpleasant.
It was, however, perfect camouflage. He kept that in mind when he landed, and also when he took his time moving through the obelisks to see what life might have flourished around such a strange formation.
The answer disappointed him.
Near as Nemesis could tell, there were no spirit beasts in the area. Nor did he sense any particularly impressive plant life. The entire area was like a dead zone for spiritual growth. He picked up the pace just a touch, so that he could travel down into the caves and begin his meditations.
Nemesis paused when he reached the edge of the huge obsidian sphere that made up the central chamber. He tapped his claws against the slick, glassy material. When he confirmed that he couldn’t even scratch it, he carefully turned in a circle and searched for anyone who might be able to see him.
To every sense, physical and mental, the place was deserted.
Nemesis let out a pleased growl and moved to the edge of the hollow sphere. Once there, he gathered all four paws right along the rim, then he tilted his head forward and stretched his body over the opening. The dragon was forced to spread his wings to maintain his balance, and he had to lash his tail back and forth several times to keep his position… but eventually he managed to stretch most of his body over the edge.
Finally, he collapsed his wings against his sides and let his belly hit the obsidian. The smooth surface struck sparks off his scales while he slid. “Woooooooooooo!” he roared in enjoyment. 
The main cavern was enormous, which made it easy for Nemesis to slide over the obsidian. He gained enough momentum that he shot across the center and went up the opposite wall. Using his neck and tail to shift his momentum, he began gliding along a diagonal course. 
Nemesis was soon looping back toward the center while going round and round on the inner slope. He used his wings occasionally to regain his momentum. A wild laugh tore itself free of his jaws, and Nemesis didn’t put much effort in to stop it.
For some reason, the farther down the slope he went, the faster he seemed to go. By the time he hit the true bottom, he was spinning like a top and breathlessly dizzy. Mid-slide, Nemesis had been forced to close his eyes and curl his head beneath a wing to keep from growing nauseous.
He let his tail drag on the ground to bleed off some of his momentum… yet when he finally came to a stop he found the world continued to spin. Letting out a groan, the dragon pushed his snout under his foreleg and pressed his head down against the stone.
He wasn’t sure how much time passed, but eventually he stopped feeling like he might throw up if he moved his head even the slightest bit wrong. Alright, that was as fun as I thought it would be, but now I need to focus on consolidating my gains.
It is time for a true hibernation.
Nemesis carefully began pouring out the coins he’d stored in the ring until he had a bed to curl on top of. Elder Song’s fortunes were added to his own, though he left the fragile artworks within so he wouldn’t crush them in his sleep. 
He carelessly tossed her silver and platinum dish sets and cutlery down among the coins and made sure to spread her silk sheets across the top of his hoard. Only when it was all properly mounded did the dragon stretch out across the treasure and let himself fall into a deep slumber.






  
  Chapter Thirty


“Hey! Nemmy! Wake up!” Persephone’s voice seemed to come from far away, but the thumping against his head wasn’t easy to overlook. 
“Come on, Nemmy… wake up,” Talia said, sounding like she was on the other side of his skull. “We want to cultivate!”
While Nemesis was loath to rise from his slumber, the fact that two of his lovers were demanding his attention was more than enough to rouse him—especially when they offered to grow in power with him. 
One of his armored eyelids rose, and he felt his pupil contract into a thin slit so he could focus on Persephone. She was perched against his cheek, just below his eye socket. Looking down allowed him to take in her appearance.
Nemesis delighted on realizing she was nude except for her long, silver hair. Having them up in tails once more made all the beautiful details easy to see. Talia was resting against Persephone’s hip. The gold dragon was also nude, and Nemesis found the disparities between their bodies fascinating.
Persephone’s human form, while extremely petite, was almost a perfect replica for the species she was imitating. Talia, meanwhile, had a far more curvaceous frame… and one that saw golden scales traveling up her arms and legs. 
The glimmering light reflected off their metallic hair and sparkled, reminding him of the treasure pile he was curled on top of. “You both look like rare coins,” he rumbled while struggling not to yawn.
His battle ended in failure with his jaws opened wide. Air audibly flowed into his lungs before he blew it out his nostrils. The sudden gust saw a number of coins and a silver tray go flying. They slid a bit up the curved wall of the obsidian cave, then flowed back down to clink amongst the rest of the hoard. 
Persephone and Talia had wisely backed up during his yawn. While he had absolutely no intention of hurting them… it wouldn’t have mattered if he’d accidentally sucked one of them into his mouth. 
He could tell they were pleased at the comparison. 
They were also impatient. Talia was squirming, and Persephone had begun to tap her foot against a silver gravy bowl. The poor thing was starting to dent into a useless lump. That should have sparked outrage in him, yet Nemesis found himself more interested in watching the play of Persephone’s slender muscles.
He took a moment to focus and collapsed his body down into his elven form. A brief application of telekinesis kept him from sinking into the coins. The women’s faces brightened when they saw him change, then lit up when he held his hands out to them.
“Two things,” he said, causing them to start pouting. “Is there a room outside this one? I don’t want to destroy my hoard… and how long have I been asleep? Alecto had just killed Phon when I went to get some rest.”
“Yes there’s a room,” Persephone stated. She grabbed his hand and started dragging him up a stairwell that seemed made of solid light emanating from her feet. She waved her hand toward Talia across his torso. “You fill him in on the boring stuff.”
Nemesis, allowing himself to be dragged, turned his attention on Talia. She flushed and curled herself under his arm to nuzzle into his side. He waited patiently for her to start speaking.
“Alecto’s entry to the Council is being opposed by Elder Smoke. He’s claiming that the move is a power grab and has also accused her of assassinating Elder Song.”
Nemesis blinked. “Of course it’s a power grab. Why else would someone want to be an Elder?”
Talia let out a laugh. “Yeah, that was Alecto’s response. Unfortunately, with Song missing, Smoke has managed to make it sound like a serious threat to all of them. He’s claiming that your presence is destabilizing the sect.”
Nemesis let out a thoughtful hum. “What have Cynthia and Ji Daine said? After all… supposedly I am Ji Daine’s disciple. That should count for something.”
“That’s the other problem,” Persephone interjected. They were halfway up the obsidian slope by that point; Nemesis saw that the silver dragon’s light was beginning to cause the black stone to glitter… except the reflected light appeared to be forming patterns inside the stone. 
“Ji Daine has declared he will abstain until he can speak with his disciple on the matter of Elder Song. Cynthia is opposing Smoke, but that leaves them split one vote to one,” Talia said, elaborating. “Technically they should allow Alecto a place on the Council for proving she was stronger than Phon, but Smoke’s claiming it is all a conspiracy and thus Alecto is ineligible to vote.”
“Ugh,” Nemesis couldn’t contain the grunt of disgust that escaped him. Humanoid politics continued to give him a headache. He opened his mouth with the intention to ask a new question, but paused when the internal glimmers of light suddenly flashed into a full formation pattern.
Nemesis watched while the obsidian liquified into a slurry so rich in mana that it glowed in his sight. Persephone led them unerringly up over the fluid stone, and then the wall closed behind them. That left them in a tunnel of obsidian large enough for a giant to walk through.
Coming to a stop, Nemesis tugged at Persephone’s hand, then motioned to the stone around them. It took her a second, then she realized what he was asking.
“Father’s lair is far more complex than it appears. Nightshade developed the formations that reinforce the stone when exposed to mana, but she managed to embed formations within the obsidian itself. Since Father’s element was light as well as heat, the formations can be triggered using light mana. You just have to know the proper sequences.”
Persephone spun in a circle and waved her hands out like she was attempting to touch the walls. She rose on tiptoes, then bounced forward to collapse against Nemesis in a fierce hug. “Thanks to you, I can claim ownership of my father’s lair. There are a few chambers suitable to humans in here, but most are meant for something bigger. Father used to have cloud giants as servants. I can only assume the sect killed those giants after the Elders killed him.”
Nemesis reached up and patted her on the back. While his hand stroked up and down Persephone’s spine, he saw that Talia had also moved to comfort her. The submissive gold rested a hand on Persephone’s shoulder and offered it a squeeze. 
Stepping back, Persephone shrugged. “Harper, Kaia, and Min had a conference with General Alecto. They said to take a few days to cultivate and that if Smoke continued to obstruct our takeover, I should challenge him for his position.”
Nemesis blinked. “His position is dependent on being the formation master of the sect, isn’t it?”
Talia shook her head, and before Persephone could speak up, she said, “No, actually. The Elders who are also craftsmen don’t derive their power from their occupation, it’s the other way around. They claimed their seats through power, then enacted rules to make their own jobs prestigious. Smoke has steadily added formations to the mountain in a bid to make himself irreplaceable.”
Persephone rolled her eyes, then she tugged the both of them until everyone was once more moving down the tunnel. Only at that point did she offer her own opinion. “The hard part about challenging Elder Smoke is digging him out of his tower. He has some secret route into the meeting hall, and besides dealing with the council, he never leaves his home. He’s also banned Kaia and me from the formation tower… he says we can’t be trusted.”
Nemesis wasn’t the only dragon who laughed at that absurdity of such an accusation. Of course he can’t trust them. I can’t understand why any cultivator would trust another. All I have seen from the two-le… humanoids since I was hatched was betrayal and callous cruelty. They always seem so quick to enjoy the benefits of their power, yet jealously try and keep any others from growing.
He let out a thoughtful sound at that. I suppose it’s their own attempts to obey the life cycle of the world. They’re too feeble to hunt the great beasts on their own. They work in groups when they’re weak, but the moment they realize their own strength they see the masses as predators waiting to rise and overtake them.
“I suppose the Elders couldn’t all be stupid,” Nemesis said, emerging from his thoughts. “I expect you’d have killed him if you could have gotten him alone?” The question was directed at Persephone, who let out a giggle.
“Of course. Sweeping all of our enemies off the board is the simplest solution.”
Talia stroked her hand across the top of his buttock, then offered him a thoughtful glance. “How will the sect react to having so many of their most powerful disappear or die all in the same period of time?” she asked. 
His first instinct was to brush the question aside as unimportant, then he put more thought into it.
“We’ll need to find something to offer them that proves our reign shall bring more stability to the sect than they have right now. Something that makes their lives visibly better. If we can improve their living conditions or increase their personal power, they’ll forget those who came before.”
Persephone nodded. “That’s always the way with cultivators. They were the same in the Scaleguard. The small betrayals that took place were ignored if it came with a proper reward. Now…”
She came to a stop and touched the stone wall. The black glass melted away, and once it did she drew the three of them into a large chamber furnished with a bed fit for a giant. Nemesis was surprised to find there wasn’t even dust on the furniture. Persephone put her hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow at him. “Are we going to keep discussing politics, or are you ready to grow stronger?”
She glanced at Talia, and the gold dragon sank to her knees before him. Talia managed to pivot as she knelt, ending up facing him instead of remaining at his side. She licked her lips while staring up at his face. 
Persephone descended to her knees with all the grace of an A-rank dragon. She’d carefully watched Talia and then mimicked the move perfectly. Nemesis noticed that the pair were leaning against each other.
That was also when he noticed they each had a strange brand glowing between their breasts. 
How did I not see that before?
Talia glanced down, then looked back up. She let out a soft laugh. “Is it the formation tattoo that you’re curious about?”
When Nemesis nodded, the gold dragon continued, “This is what Kaia’s been working on. Some of the bolder sects that practice dual cultivation use tattoos to distribute the energy between each other. Persephone and I decided to test and see if they’d function for us. If it works, then the mana will spread between the three of us and we’ll all make gains.”
Persephone offered a slight shrug. “Well, mine will be minimal until more of you catch up, but theoretically I’ll still get something.”
Nemesis reached out and stroked their hair, one hand for each of them. The idea of collective power growth, it was… dizzying. He felt his cock rising and Talia let out a husky purr. “Oh, I think it safe to say he’s interested in testing them out.”
Persephone stared at his shaft with naked excitement, then she leaned forward and licked. With her soft tongue sliding up from his root to the tip, Nemesis was soon shivering. Talia had begun planting soft kisses along the side and top of his cock. Her hot breath competed with the cool sensation of Persephone’s tongue, and soon his shaft was throbbing at their touch. 
Talia glanced over at Persephone, then smiled. “You go first. Even though you had him recently, you’ve still had less time with him than any of the rest of us,” she whispered.
Nemesis wasn’t sure which amused him more… Talia being benevolent in her sharing, or the way Persephone glanced at her with a mild mistrust. It makes sense, he thought, dragons rarely share things without an ulterior motive. 
When Talia glanced down at the glowing inscription between her breasts, Nemesis understood the reluctance. The gold dragon wanted to make sure that the tattoos wouldn’t overload, and if one did, she’d rather it was Persephone’s. 
He wasn’t sure he blamed her for that, though considering those inscriptions did cause him to wonder, “Don’t I need one of those marks?”
The pair looked at each other, surprise on both their faces. Then Persephone let out a cough. “Actually… yes. One second.”
She raised her hand, and Nemesis noticed a tiny ring on her pinkie finger. A slim sheet of blue paper appeared on her palm, and a moment later she slapped it in place over his heart. “This is going to hurt,” she warned him, then she activated a technique he’d never seen before. 
Persephone splayed her fingers and then curled them so all five digits were pointed at his chest. Light seemed to gather along her bones, then beams of mana shot from her fingertips. The five light lances struck the same point, the blue paper. 
Where the intense light burned through the paper, Nemesis felt his flesh beneath being scorched. Persephone followed the pattern inscribed on the paper and continued burning the inscription into his skin. Yet instead of turning to char, the blue paper flared and seemed to dissolve. The edges showed the effects of burning, but all the material between seemed to pour into his new burns.
His flesh healed rapidly under the scouring because Persephone wasn’t putting much mana into the technique. Nemesis could sense she was using the barest trickle of her personal power to mark him. The thin, shallow burns fast turned blue from the dissolving paper mingling with his scar tissue. 
When she completed the final line, Persephone leaned forward and planted a kiss on the brand. A hint of mana flashed from her lips into the tattoo, which ignited into crimson light that blazed out from his chest. The silver dragon ducked back with blinding speed to avoid the momentary inferno.
When the fire faded, Nemesis saw a glowing pattern centered in the middle of his torso, just barely reaching his heart at its edge. The light pulsed in time with the marks on Talia and Persephone, and he could now feel their own hearts come to match his beat for beat.
Perhaps it was because they were bonded at the level of the soul, or maybe it was some side-effect of his psionics, but Nemesis felt like he would be able to find them even if he were completely blind.
He lifted the three of them into the air with his telekinesis, then threw them all down onto the huge mattress. The giant bed frame didn’t even creak when they landed, though Persephone bounced into the air.
That suited Nemesis. He shifted his position and let his weight drop him right on top of her. She flushed crimson when he pinned her hands over her head.
“Now the fun part,” he growled.






  
  Chapter Thirty-One


Persephone wasn’t ready to give in quite so easily. She pushed back against Nemesis’ arms and rolled until she was on top of him. The black dragon blinked rapidly in surprise at finding himself overpowered… then he used a secret move he’d developed with Harper. 
Reaching out with his telekinesis, Nemesis began to tickle Persephone along the inside of her armpits, the back of her knees, and the bottoms of her feet.
Her look of defiance crumbled into shock and she started giggling uncontrollably. “Stop, no, what are you doing?” she gasped while squirming. Her lack of coordination made it easy for Nemesis to flip them back over, and this time he pressed her firmly against Talia.
“Talia? Grab her arms, would you?”
He smiled at Persephone’s shock while Talia hooked her arms under the silver dragon’s. Talia linked her fingers behind Persephone’s neck, then curled her legs around Persephone’s thighs to hold her legs as well. 
Nemesis reached out mentally and adjusted the women’s height so their hips were at the same level. A moment later, he started a vibration humming over their clits, and both jolted like they’d been shocked. 
“Oh!” Talia gasped in a breathy voice.
“Oooooh,” Persephone whispered. She gave up struggling immediately, her eyes flashing with heat. “What next?” she purred. 
“Patience. You’ll see,” Nemesis promised before leaning down and kissing Persephone slowly. On a whim he pulsed lightning mana into his lips, just a small amount, and sparks leaped between his tongue and hers. Persephone gasped and bucked under him.
“What was that?” Talia asked, shocked at the sudden movement. Given their disparate strengths, the gold dragon had very nearly lost hold of Persephone when the silver dragon thrashed. She curled her arms and legs around the slender woman tighter.
“It was this,” Nemesis said, leaning over and planting the same mana-infused kiss on Talia’s throat. The crackle of sparks traveling into her skin caused Talia to tremble violently. Nemesis took a second to lean back to look at the pair of them.
Both were staring at him in surprise, yet neither were complaining. Persephone had a calculating look on her face. Nemesis pushed the same electricity into his fingertips, and then spiraled them around Persephone’s nipple.
The tiny bolts of blue lightning danced between their flesh, making Persephone twitch each time in response. The scent of her arousal, however, made it clear she was enjoying the touch. Nemesis ran his electrified fingers down her slim body and caressed the folds of her sex. 
That drew a gasping moan and a flush that seemed to spread across Persephone’s entire body. “Can you… do it with… your?” Persephone flushed darkly, but her downward glances made it abundantly clear what she was thinking.
Nemesis, unsure himself, looked down and focused on the thinnest trickle of mana he could manage, then directed it to his cock. Arcs of lightning danced along his shaft. The sparks shot from ridge to ridge, and when he put it against her wet slit, Persephone let out a longer moan.
Nemesis let out a grunt when he sank into her, and Talia was unable to stop the silver dragon from locking her legs around his hips in response. With Talia’s own legs trapped against him it was harder to move, but both women seemed to grasp that—they loosened their hold enough for him to draw back and begin to thrust.
Nemesis carefully formed the ball of mana within him, and with his next stroke he pushed it into Persephone. The mana interacted with the lightning coursing along his cock and caused her to spasm. 
She still caught the ball of energy and swirled her own power into it, then crushed it tighter and shot it back at him. Nemesis shifted his arms to put them on either side of Persephone’s body, clamping his hands around Talia’s ribs in the same motion.
He felt a strange leakage from his chest and glanced down to see the new brand had truly begun to glow. A variety of colors chased each other through the lines, and he saw those same colors matched in Persephone’s mark.
The two fell into a steady rhythm. 
Thrust, condense, and return—the mana flowed smoothly between them. But despite the smoothness, Nemesis found himself struggling to contain Persephone’s power. There was a weight to her mana that almost sent him reeling when she lobbed it back at him.
The small draw of power out of the mana bundle and into the tattoo helped; he felt it draining toward the gold dragon. His hands slid along Talia’s body and curled under Persephone until he had the gold dragon’s breasts in his hands. He dug his fingers into the round mounds and added the sparking lightning to his touch.
She let out a gasp and shook beneath them. Nemesis was stunned when a flow of energy shot into the sphere he and Persephone were passing between them. Talia’s power flowed through his hands and joined with them. 
The gold dragon also began to rock as though she could truly feel each time he bottomed out in Persephone. The two women’s moans began to sync, and almost before Nemesis realized what was happening, the trajectory of the cultivation changed. 
He slammed his shaft home within Persephone and she deftly caught the return jolt of power. Her eyes were passionate and she licked her lips while staring into his own. Then, she thrust her hips back and somehow the globe of energy dropped down into Talia.
Talia, unprepared, let out a shriek at the sudden invasion of energy. Nemesis pulled free of Persephone and slid his cock down between Talia’s thighs. When he hilted himself into her, she passed the sphere of power back to him. 
The potent mana burned through his body and he struggled to crush it down. He drew his cock out of Talia and then thrust back into Persephone. With the two women stacked on top of each other, it was just a matter of maintaining his focus to ensure he entered the proper hole. 
But it helped direct the three-way cultivation into a smoother pattern.
Talia’s hands released Persephone’s neck and shifted until her hands were clutching the woman’s small breasts. Then, the gold dragon began to mercilessly tease and twist Persephone’s nipples. Persephone bucked, surprised at the touch. 
Nemesis could sense her confusion. She probably doesn’t know if she wants to be touched intimately by another woman, he thought. Taking a moment to think about anything more than the flow of their cultivation and the rhythm of his thrusts was hard, so Nemesis doubled down on what he was doing instead. 
“I… I… I c-can’t… take more!” Talia wailed after several more minutes of intense pleasure. The mana passing between them had grown thick, harsh, and difficult to manage. Nemesis slid a hand down from her breast to touch a sparking fingertip to her clit and she came with a violent scream less than a second later.
While Talia writhed in pleasure, Nemesis rolled Persephone and himself away from the gold dragon. The loop of energy grew more focused with just the two of them, though he could still feel some energy leakage through the tattoo.
Persephone ended up on top, and this time Nemesis let her do what she wished. She quickly got her knees under her on either side of him, then she began to rise and fall with a fierce, almost violent passion. 
Her powerful cultivation gave each movement more force than he’d expected, and Nemesis found himself having to brace his hands and feet against the giant mattress. Persephone’s eyes glowed with luminous power, and while the light in her eyes grew in intensity, so too did the mana she was hurling at him.
Pride demanded that he try and match her. Nemesis threw all the power he could offer at her. His cores felt swollen and bruised, and the channels of mana that ran through his body radiated a volcanic heat that made him feel as though his body were going to tear apart.
Soon, Persephone was slamming down so rapidly that the mattress flexed beneath them. The heavy thing made a rhythmic thudding against the frame, and Talia began to bounce in the air while it moved. 
Persephone glanced over at the sight of the bouncing dragoness and let out a giggle, then she turned her full attention back to him. She began to circle her hips, putting her hands back upon his knees to keep herself balanced directly above his cock. 
Despite his determination, it was Nemesis who cracked first. His hands clamped down on Persephone’s hips and his spine arched when the orgasm tore through him. The mana passing between them seemed to detonate in a massive pulse of power. 
Out of the corner of his eye he saw some of it hit Talia, who began to shake while trying to absorb the energy. He might have reached out to ensure she was okay, except every muscle in his body had locked up and flared into agony.
He felt the strands in his muscles tearing, multiplying, then merging once more. It was like he was being rebuilt from the inside. His cores were glowing within him, brilliant points of illumination he could sense without even having to meditation.
Elemental energies poured through him and he had to focus his entire will on containing as much as he could. He refused to allow a single drop of the energy he’d gathered escape him. Dimly, he sensed Persephone curling up against his side. He didn’t know if she’d gained anything but pleasure from the exchange, but from the way she peppered his throat with kisses, she’d gotten plenty of enjoyment out of the attempt.
At some point the torrent of power ebbed and Nemesis regained his ability to move. He curled his arm around Persephone, who let out a happy noise while rubbing against his side. Telekinetically, he drew Talia across the mattress and lifted her to his other side.
Nemesis was exhausted and invigorated at the same time. It was… a difficult sensation to describe. His mind felt strained, yet his body wanted him to race around and shatter the world. He held himself still and called up his scores.
Nemesis: current rank, B4. Potential Rank, Limitless 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental B3
Lethality B4
Defensive B4
Physicality B2
Magic B4
Classification: Demigod. Subclassification: Prismatic.
The growth wasn’t what he’d expected. Everything had risen, but the majority of the power had gone into his body. Nemesis saw that his Physicality score had gone from B6 to B2, a huge jump. 
Is that why I feel like going on a hunt? How powerful has my body become now?
The question gnawed at him, but he made himself instead focus on the women tucked against his sides. “Are you alright?” he asked both of them. 
Talia looked like she’d fallen asleep. Nemesis turned to look at Persephone and repeated his question. The silver-haired waif stopped kissing his shoulder and offered him a sultry smile. “Yes. Again?” she asked.
Groaning, Nemesis gently reached up and pushed her away with a laugh. “I don’t think I could handle it. Not the cultivation at least…” He trailed off with a frown. The need to move was growing more severe, and he felt like his skin was starting to burn. “I think I need to return to my true form. My flesh feels like it’s on fire.”
Persephone looked at him with concern, but instead of arguing, she scooped him up and leaped from the bed. Nemesis almost snatched up Talia with his mind and brought her along with him, but saw that she was sleeping soundly now. He left her be while Persephone raced them down the tunnel toward the main chamber.
Her movements once again reminded him of the vast gulf between a B-rank dragon and an A-rank. The tunnel didn’t quite blur around him, but he knew he couldn’t have caught her on his own legs. Even if he’d used his telekinesis to levitate, she’d still have left him in the dust. 
She shot light from her eyes into the wall before them and the tunnel opened wide. Nemesis, however wasn’t, prepared for her to simply hurl him into the spherical chamber. She tossed him hard enough that he found himself well over a hundred feet in the air before he realized what was happening.
He let his body relax and his true form flowed into being around himself. His wings snapped open and slammed down to catch himself before he could fall. Nemesis opened his mouth to roar, then paused in confusion while he opened his jaws again—the other set.
His head turned and he stared in shock at the sight of a crimson-scaled head on a long neck staring back at him. His vision momentarily blurred while he attempted to adjust to seeing from more than one perspective at a time.
Persephone had taken her own form and glided into the air to circle around him. He had no trouble following that… because a third head was staring at her. The crimson head rose and looked over his true-head to see the blue dragon head watching her. That one appeared much like Artax, though its central horn was not as prominent as the one the blue had possessed.
“What is this?” he bellowed in confusion. Three voices, each his own had asked the question in unison, and the noise echoed back at him painfully. Nemesis carefully isolated his central neck and examined himself.
His torso had always been thicker than the average dragons, but now it was wider still. From his left shoulder grew the crimson head and its scarlet neck, while the blue had emerged from his right. 
Staring at the new heads, he almost expected to sense minds in them, but they were simply… him. He tried to move them and found it clumsy. Nor was he given much chance to study the change, because Persephone was spiraling around him like a hummingbird.
“Nemesis! You have new heads? How? Why? What? You look amazing! Like you’re super powerful… can you breathe out of them?”
Her rapid-fire questions echoed his own confusion, but the last sparked a strong desire in him—he needed to know. Nemesis flapped his wings hard and twisted his body away from her, then he opened his jaws and exhaled.
His corrosive venom spewed out in a line that splashed across the stone. The obsidian hissed, but showed no damage. His crimson head twisted, and the cone of flames it released washed over the poison to wipe it from existence. 
While the flame eliminated his venom, lightning blazed in a fierce stream to strike the wall. The electricity flickered and danced across the stone, but just like the acid it left no lasting marks. 
What stunned Nemesis was that he’d breathed all three attacks at the same time. Now exhausted, he let his body descend to the obsidian floor and slumped onto the black glass. The mana in his body surged and before he knew what was happening, the other two heads sank into his true neck and vanished.
“Wow! They disappeared…” Persephone landed near him and carefully examined his body. Her eyes cast beams of white light across his scales and he was surprised to find hints of prismatic light reflecting off the black plates.
“What do you think it means?” she asked.
“I wish I knew…”






  
  Chapter Thirty-Two


To say Nemesis was confused was a massive understatement.  
Persephone curled around him while he settled atop his hoard to meditate and try to grasp the changes that he’d undergone. Her warm frame was soothing, and Nemesis was surprised to find that the comforting presence made it easier for him to let his awareness drop away and turned his attention inward.
What he found startled him. 
His flame and lightning cores were no longer anchored to what he considered his true core. Instead, the three of them floated in a triangle formation around a central point. His dominant core was still larger than the other two, though they’d nearly caught up in size. 
The acid and ice cores were also larger, and now they orbited his dark core like moons. 
The entire system was imbalanced. He could feel the way the acid and ice wanted to move outward and take their place among the others—a five core formation. Given the size of his ice core, he was surprised it wasn’t already there.
This is out of hand. Granted, being able to manifest secondary heads to deliver extra attacks is a powerful techniques, but what am I becoming? Will I end up some insane hydra? 
Nemesis turned his focus from his cores to his body, tracing the new flows of mana through his flesh. His size and strength had risen with his Physicality score… but most of his attention was directed at his head, neck, and shoulders. 
At first he couldn’t see any sign of the physical mutation, then he caught a subtle deviation along his spine that drew him in. Instead of a single spinal cord, Nemesis found he now had three. Yet the secondary pair were almost ephemeral, like they weren’t completely solid. When he shifted his neck, they moved in sync, but not perfectly. 
It was almost like they were echoes.
They also had their own unique mana flavor, reflecting the differences in their natures. He traced the lines of fire and lightning down into his shoulders and found that they wove through his muscles and bone until they connected to their respective cores.
If this is some kind of natural evolution, it stands to reason that when my ice and acid cores reach a similar point, they’ll do the same. Can I control five heads at the same time? 
Paranoid, Nemesis turned to his mental landscape. His psionic powers were second nature to him, yet he found himself combing his consciousness for any signs of intrusion. When he’d swallowed the forest king’s core, he’d been forced into a spiritual struggle to keep control of his own body.
I’ll be damned if I let some errant core develop its own personality and steal my body from me.
Though despite his worry, Nemesis found no signs of errant thoughts. To his perception, those cores and their phantom necks were no different from his wings or tail… except that trying to move them was like attempting to shift a sleeping limb.
They were slightly numb and not quite responsive.
Then again, when I hatched I wasn’t able to fly. I imagine it’ll take a while to learn how to fully master possessing new limbs… or heads. 
That thought caused him to examine his skull. He could see faint traces of the other mana types along his head, but no actual phantom muzzles moving with his. He wasn’t sure how that worked, but acknowledged he was in uncharted grounds. 
When he opened his eyes once more, Nemesis was amused to find that Persephone had rolled onto her back. Her small limbs were wrapped around Talia. He didn’t know when the gold dragon had come out to join them, but he saw that she was now cuddled up against them both. 
Her long body was draped half over Persephone and against his ribs. She’d grown as well, though wasn’t as large as he was. There was a shimmer in her golden scales, like tiny sparks moving through the metal of her armor.
Her mana had changed. Her fire mana was still dominant, but there were noticeable traces of other power mixed into her aura, and it wasn’t just the odd healing energy she’d gained cultivating with him. Nemesis put his muzzle against her jaw and inhaled slowly.
Elemental energy. Scent of ozone. I’ll bet she’s taken more of the lightning mana into herself. Doesn’t smell strong enough for a second core… More like she’s mixing fire and lightning somehow.
Now that he wasn’t concerned about a foreign influence on his mind or soul, Nemesis was feeling the motivation to continue growing in power. He shifted on the coin pile and the tinkle of falling treasure caused Talia to open an eyelid. “Going somewhere?” she asked lazily.
“I was considering going hunting. I need to find powerful prey that uses acid mana. My core is lagging in that area, which is holding me back,” he rumbled. Persephone, hearing him speak, opened her own eyes and seemed surprised to find herself cuddling Talia.
“We’re going hunting?” she asked with a cavern-vibrating yawn.
Part of Nemesis wanted to go alone, to keep the power of anything he killed all to himself. He took a moment, examining that instinctive greed, then shoved it aside. Shortsighted. The more powerful Talia and Persephone are, the more powerful I am… which means we also need to fetch the others.
With that thought, he realized that they had other business to attend to. An annoyed sigh blew out his muzzle and he shook his head. “No… much as I crave the hunt, we have to deal with Elder Smoke and sort out the council first.”
With that declaration, he rose to his feet. Nemesis slowly stretched his body, then flexed his wings. He brushed Talia with one while she rolled off Persephone and got to her own feet. Once she was free of her golden burden, Persephone slid into the air with a smooth grace and began to circle around them.
“Then let’s move,” she said with a light laugh. “You wingies are always so slow!”
The silver dragon swept upward and spun herself into a spiral before zipping out the exit tunnel. While Persephone danced in the air, Talia turned her head to look at him. “Is ‘wingies’ a real word?” she asked.
Nemesis reached up with one forepaw and scratched his jaw with a dark talon. “I don’t think so…”
Talia playfully shoved him with her skull, then she pivoted and her fan-like wings spread on either side of her body. The long finger-bones began fluttering and carried the gold dragon into the air. With a flick of her tail to tap the tip of his nose, Talia joined Persephone in flying out the tunnel.
The black dragon took a moment to contemplate how he was the only one with a proper wing structure, then climbed off his treasure. Once he was on the bare obsidian, he flexed his legs and threw himself skyward. His wings slammed down and thrust him higher. 
Nemesis gained altitude with a few more strokes of his powerful wings, then reached the mouth of the corridor and glided toward the frigid mountain outside. It was only when he emerged from the cave entrance that he realized the formation-shrouded cave didn’t reflect the cold in the manner he’d expected. 
I wonder if the formation holding the mana still somehow stops the cold from spreading?
While it was an interesting question, Nemesis wasn’t inclined to stick around and solve it. Persephone and Talia were already flying down the mountainside in the direction of the sect township. 
They weren’t pushing themselves, so it wasn’t hard for him to catch up. He let out a pleased growl when they parted to allow him to take the lead. Of them all, Nemesis had the greatest wingspan… though he had to admit that wasn’t shocking, as Persephone didn’t have wings.
Glancing back at himself, then at her, he realized he might have passed the halfway mark for catching up to her length. A second look and he found himself letting out a laugh. The sudden sound caused Talia to veer for a moment before she caught herself.
“What’s so funny?” she asked. With her wings rippling along on either side of her, she appeared to glide more than fly. It caused the light to constantly reflect off the metallic skin of her wings. Nemesis found it beautiful.
“I just realized I’m bigger than Cambus now, at least in length.”
Persephone let out a snort. “If you were bigger than him in girth I’d be chasing you around this mountain until we got you back into shape. That lard ball was never going to amount to anything. Such a waste of time training him. No offense to your rider, Talia, but the nobility has destroyed the true strength of the Scaleguard with the way they’ve arranged special treatment and force fed cores into hatchlings to push growth.”
“None taken. Kaia’s not actually a member of nobility, and I’m from a wild egg her father found for her to bond. He was told he wasn’t worthy of one of their precious hatchlings.”
The venom in Talia’s voice amused Nemesis. He turned his head to regard her. “I get it’s an insult, but if they were reasonable people you wouldn’t have been bonded to her.”
Talia blinked, then blew flames out her nostrils. “Fair. They’re still fools.”
Persephone curled herself into a quick knot without falling out of the sky, then swung around Talia and Nemesis before returning to her original position. She was so long that her head had returned to its starting point before her tail began the making the circuit. 
There was something hypnotic in that flexibility. 
“The nobles are fools,” Nemesis agreed. “I thought Jaden would be this villain I had to overcome—instead he proved to be a spoiled boy who destroyed himself.”
Bobbing her head, Persephone rejoined the conversation, saying, “They’re also destroying the empire’s dragons. Their dragons have less magic and less intelligence. They’re forcing spirit beasts to breed for strength and size, which reduces free will. Every year we had to destroy more and more hatchlings, just because they were too stupid to actually serve. From what I’ve seen, they have similar programs for their griffons and other spirit beasts. There was a time when any beast could gain sapience if they became strong enough. Now it seems like that is becoming a rarity.”
Nemesis could tell that they all felt the same disgust at that. The emotions radiated off Talia and Persephone, and he was tempted to spit his venom across the snowy ground when he consider it himself. 
“Hopefully when we’re stronger we can make sure they all get what’s—” Nemesis’ intended threat was cut off when he caught sight of what was happening at the city. Some kind of battle was taking place. 
Brilliant flashes were going off as mana techniques were hurled around, and he saw numerous spears of light flying into the air. It was almost like they were attempting to shoot something out of the sky.
Narrowing his eyes, the dragon was able to pick out a dark-haired figure weaving between the blasts of energy. It was when two more women rose to join her that he realized who it was. “Harper!” he bellowed.
Straining his wings, Nemesis put on a burst of speed he hadn’t known he was capable of. Mana coursed into his muscles and he let it pour out of his cores. All the attacks were originating from a central position, and he roared when he saw that it was the council building itself.
That central tower was the tallest structure in the sect. Formations were glowing all along its face, and Nemesis watched mana pulse up to key inscriptions before it was released in another volley of energy.
Fast as he was, he wasn’t going to get there in time.
Then Alecto seemed to materialize in midair behind Harper. The General had her shield out and when the light struck it, everything froze. An ear-shattering chime sounded, then Alecto’s shield exploded into molten fragments.
Persephone flashed past him and looped her body around Harper to form a living barricade. Three of the blasts struck her, rending her scales and carving crimson divots into her body. Min swept upward and landed suddenly on Persephone’s back. Healing mana flowed out of the blonde like water.
Kaia ducked down and caught the falling Alecto. That gave Nemesis a moment to see that they were all perched atop flying swords. Not taking time to wonder where his lovers had gotten them, he swept up and over Persephone to face the tower himself.
Light was forming once more within the inscriptions, but Nemesis opened his jaws and unleashed a brilliant blast of lightning into the face of the tower. Stone exploded out from where the bolt struck, and he caught the resulting broken chunks with his mind.
With pinpoint accuracy, Nemesis drove the stones into the formation in an attempt to shatter the carvings before they could fire again. He blasted several of them, but two were able to get off attacks.
One speared through his wing and left a gaping hole, the leather membrane charring and threatening his ability to fly. The other would have caught him in the face had he not torn off the balcony of a nearby building and hurled it up to shield himself at the last second. 
Nemesis could tell he needed to land, so he threw his body into a dive aimed straight for the council tower. Someone was emerging on the front steps when he slammed into the building—he ignored them. His claws dug furrowed into the solid rock and he began to rake the formations with his hind legs.
A horrid crackling sound marked the nearby mana reacting to his presence. Energy sizzled against his body, trying to force him to retreat. He ignored it and continued to ruin the structure’s elaborate façade. 
Below him, the cultivator was gathering mana and Nemesis could tell an attack was coming. However, the person clearly failed to consider something Nemesis had kept firmly in mind.
He wasn’t alone.
A flood of crimson flames washed over the steps of the council hall and they melted to slag under the heat. Talia’s rippling form came down on the ground below him a moment before she unleashed the fireballs that were hovering over the tips of her wing-fingers. Explosion after explosion detonated against the building.
The spells that made it too far into the building lost cohesion, the mana being absorbed by the council chamber’s inner formations. But the front steps of the building were fast becoming an area of soot and ruin.
Talia’s enraged shriek at the assault on her rider was nothing compared to the sound Persephone made. Nemesis went blind when a beam of pure light struck the building above him and carved deep into the cliff face. That segment of the rock fragmented and started coming apart.
Then he was busy dodging the falling stone.






  
  Chapter Thirty-Three


Catching as many boulders as he could, Nemesis pushed off the tower and set down upon the ground near Talia. The gold dragon ceased her bombardment of the tower steps and covered herself in a dome of flames. The heat was so intense the ground beneath her claws began to melt. 
Yet despite the inferno surrounding her, a cultivator still burst out of the tower entrance and delivered a punch to her jaw that sent the dragon tumbling back. Nemesis was shocked to see Talia upended by the blow of a humanoid, but he didn’t hesitate to begin slamming down boulders in a rain of attacks.
Since they were on fire, it was hard to make out the cultivator’s features. The humanoid swept in a circle and their heel shattered the first stone. Elbows, fists, even their forehead lashed out while they destroyed the rocks. They moved with perfect control of their body, and Nemesis could see the signs of a warrior on the martial paths.
The fire will burn my venom, and my lightning is recharging. Fire isn’t working, my acid will just detonate, and the ice… hmm, maybe, Nemesis thought. While he contemplated a strategy he maintained his control on the stone.
The broken shards were swirling around the squat figure and constantly attempted to shred them. Talia had recovered from the unexpected blow, but Nemesis moved in front of her, putting his bulk between her and her attacker.
That warrior flickered and disappeared from the storm of rubble and materialized in front of him. Nemesis saw a fist arcing toward his face, so he shifted his head to slice the vicious ridges of his horn down to intercept. The cultivator, clearly not expecting such a nimble twist from a large creature, shot back—leaving a spray of blood and a single hand hanging in the air. 
Nemesis took control of the hand to prevent it from falling. When the cultivator paused, he saw who it was. Cynthia, the dwarven alchemist. She clutched her wrist with her remaining hand and clenched tight to stop the bleeding.
“You’ve served your purpose,” she hissed. “It’s time for you outsiders to die and let the sect return to its proper course.”
“Under your leadership?” he asked. Amused, Nemesis manipulated the floating hand until it faced her, then raised her middle finger. “I think not. Do you expect me to hesitate in shock that you’d betray me?”
Her face flushed with rage. A second later, a potion appeared before her lips. The tough dwarf bit through the glass of the vial and swallowed the contents. Shards of glass dug into her mouth, and Nemesis could see the blood leak out, yet she didn’t seem to care. 
When her hand began to regenerate, he understood why.
“You’re an animal,” she shot back at him. “Your kind has always tried to claim what they’re too stupid to manage properly! That’s why your mother needed a council. Like all dragons, she was too dumb to understand how civilized beings work. Once we’ve cleansed your kind from the mountain, we’ll be ready to truly advance.”
Nemesis snorted in amusement. “Is that supposed to be insulting? You’re all so hung up on my mother… but there’s something you never seem to consider,” he said.
She narrowed her eyes at him. “What?” she asked.
“I don’t give a fuck about her,” he returned. Then he opened his jaws and let out a blizzard of frost and cold. Ice spread wherever his breath touched, and the cone expanded outward across the face of the tower.
While a second before the stone had been melting, now it exploded. Parts were freezing, and where the hot and cold mixed the rocks flexed and shattered. The shards mixed with globs of molten rock too hot to freeze immediately. It was chaos, the environment struggling under the changing temperature.
Cynthia was forced to dodge; she was careful not to let the molten rocks hit her, but seemed confident in her ability to survive the shards of stone. Yet for all her dodging and twisting, she was moving slower. Her skin had turned milky white under the cold, and he could see the damage it caused.
Feet landed upon his back and he didn’t even have to look to know who it was. “Treacherous bitch!” Harper snarled. Mana swirled along his spine while she gathered herself to unleash a technique. By the time she reached the top of his head, she’d taken control of the flying stones.
Rubble transformed into smooth disks of polished stone. Molded by Harper’s technique, the stone razors were easy for Nemesis to catch with his telekinesis. He began spinning them around Harper, knowing her well enough to understand that wasn’t where she planned to end things.
Metal mana surged and every loose scrap of metal around them suddenly flew toward his head. He’d have been nervous—if he didn’t have complete faith in Harper. She coated each stone disk to give them metal edges, then dropped to one knee to slap his head. “Get her, Nemmy,” she said.
Cynthia had managed to take another potion while she dodged across the ice. She sneered at the sight of Harper, but when Nemesis started the hurricane of metal-edged disks flying around her, her expression was quickly replaced by concern.
The black dragon heard the sounds of battle all around him. Talia had shifted back and taken flight once more. Persephone hadn’t continued her assault on the tower, which made him think that Cynthia wasn’t fighting alone. He trusted his allies, however, and kept his attention on the potion master.
She’d grown her hand back already—her alchemy was shockingly potent. When she drew out a slim tube, he recognized the blow gun for what it was. Shattering it with his mind, he almost laughed at her resulting snarl of anger.
She bit through yet another summoned potion and her skin shifted to a glittering crystal. Her new diamond coating allowed her to slap, block, and kick the razor disks away. Nemesis thought she looked more confident as well. 
But her diamond form was still taking in breath, and the flames were no longer blocking his next attack. He opened his jaws and exhaled a caustic cloud of green gas. The choking, acidic vapors formed a thick fog all around them. He knew Harper would be fine. Surviving acid and poison was the basis of her cultivation of stone and metal. 
Cynthia, however, didn’t seem to appreciate the gas. She began coughing and he saw blood start to leak from her eyes.
“It won’t keep her down long,” Harper warned. “A master alchemist has to deal with toxic clouds all the time.”
“Yeah, but it lets me do this,” Nemesis replied. By ‘this’ he meant swarm her with the razor disks—then breathe lightning straight into them. 
His electrical attack hadn’t fully recharged, so the bolt was weak—relatively. Arcs of lightning shot from disk to disk in a net around Cynthia. Sparks ignited the gas cloud and it detonated around the Elder with enough force to shatter more of the council hall’s surface.
Her diamond-shrouded body was bounced across a number of disks and Nemesis clearly heard the sound of shattering gemstones. When the flames faded, he saw she’d been blown back into one of the internal columns. Her artificial armor was missing in great chunks along her body.
Face contorted with rage, she held her hand out and summoned a staff. The platinum rod was coated in emeralds and Nemesis was almost distracted by his avarice. She stepped forward and lunged. Disappearing, she flash stepped into striking range and her staff surged out in a spear thrust for his eye.
Echoes of the strike materialized all around her. The ephemeral images radiated dangerous mana, and Nemesis sensed that they’d do nearly as much damage as the true attack. The small army of phantoms were aiming blows all along his body, including several thrusts directed at Harper.
Thinking fast, Nemesis tossed Harper backward and up, sending her toward the balcony of a nearby tower. He closed his eyelid and shifted his head down and toward Cynthia. Blows rang all over his body. His scales flexed, some shattered. But instead of taking the main thrust to his eye, Nemesis caught it on the heavy bones that anchored his horns. Those bones cracked and his head was driven into the ground.
Stunned, the black dragon’s senses spun. He felt the world shifting around him as though everything in existence had started rolling in an out-of-control sphere. Another blow came down across the base of his skull—he realized that Cynthia had just tried to break his spine. 
Heat ran over him. The crackle of flames filled his ears and the ground beneath him softened. Nemesis grunted in pain. His body absorbed most of the flame mana, but where his scales had broken, his flesh burned. 
From the scream that sounded, he guessed that Cynthia was burning as well. 
With his wing damaged, Nemesis couldn’t launch himself into the air, but he could flood his body with ice mana to counteract the fire. Where his claws were touching the ground, frost spread to cancel the melting. 
The temperature dropped and rocks cracked anew. 
He shook his head violently while dragging it out of the crater it had formed in the road. He reoriented himself, then opened his eyes to see Cynthia, charred and smoking. She was drawing back her staff to repeat the lunge she’d used on him—this time, however, her target was Talia. 
Nemesis saw the gold dragon flying above him, Kaia on her back, and he knew her body couldn’t survive that strike. He opened his jaws and spat a thick stream of green liquid straight at Cynthia.
The Elder, focused on Talia, didn’t seem to notice the attack coming. The corrosive fluid splashed against her and she screamed from an entirely new type of pain. I doubt the poison will do better than the acid. It’d be a stupid alchemist that couldn’t handle toxins. But with luck, it’ll take her a moment to neutralize it.
While Cynthia did her best to get his venom off herself, Nemesis gathered his legs and jumped. His head snapped forward and his jaws slammed closed. He’d been hoping to bite the woman in half, but she’d seen him coming at the last moment.
Spitting her legs from his mouth, he let out a dark chuckle. “Almost had you,” he growled.
“You savage!” she snarled in response. 
The alchemist was bleeding heavily, her legs sheared off at the thighs. She’d driven her staff into the outer wall of the building closest to her and was now hanging off it with one arm. Her other hand reached into her charred robes to draw out a crimson pill. 
There was no way Nemesis was going to allow her to swallow something pulsing with that much mana, so he telekinetically snatched it from between her fingers. Rising onto his hind legs, he lashed out at her with one of his front legs. Nemesis pushed lightning mana into his talons, and when they hit her body she was blown away from her staff and sent through the air to hit another building.
The legless dwarf was proving to be annoyingly tough. Nemesis watched in surprise while she pushed herself out of the hole her body had created. She shoved herself free of the crater and fell toward the ground. She landed with a thud, then dug her hand into a wall to start pulling herself upright. 
“I won’t… let you… kill me,” she whispered. Her gaze was hot with hatred when she turned her eyes on him. “I will rule the sect, and you’ll… be a bad memory that fades quic—” 
Her promise ended abruptly when Harper’s blade exploded through the side of her head and dripped crimson onto the stone beneath. “Took you long enough,” Nemesis teased. Harper withdrew her long rapier and flicked it to the side to clear most of the blood.
“You threw her into the wrong building,” Harper pointed out in exasperation. 
Shifting his head, Nemesis noticed that the tower he’d slapped Cynthia into was three down from the one he’d tossed Harper atop. He let out a grunt. “So I did. I’ll try to do better next time,” he promised.
He floated the crimson pill over the Harper, and she gave it a glance before pocketing it. A moment later, she jumped upward and he effortlessly drew her up and over to land on his head. Together, they turned to look skyward and see how the rest of the fighting was going.
A number of robed cultivators were fighting against Talia, though none could get close to her. The gold dragon had surrounded herself in flames, with Kaia straddling the base of her neck. The pair were molding the flames into attacks that swept out and kept knocking their attackers back.
Higher in the sky, Persephone was battling against a thin, ivory form that had to be Ji Daine in his true body. The weasel was constantly warping the space around him to avoid her attacks, yet her luminous energy moved fast enough that any misstep would reduce him to ash.
Spreading his wing, Nemesis flexed his membrane to test it. The charred hole had begun pulling itself closed, but it was large enough that it couldn’t seal completely yet. The flesh felt dangerously tight, and he instinctively knew he couldn’t fly on it. His own weight would split the vane wide open.
“Grounded,” he said, frustration lacing his voice. Harper responded by kneeling on his head and rubbing the bone ridge over his eye. 
“They’re holding their own, it’s okay. You feel stronger. Did the cultivating with Persephone and Talia go well?”
Letting out a rumbling laugh, Nemesis nodded. “You could say that. My core is restructuring itself and I developed phantom heads.”
“You did what?” Harper shouted.
Repressing another laugh, Nemesis flopped onto his belly to start filling Harper in on everything that had happened. She knew his core better than anyone, so he felt comfortable going into detail. They both kept an eye on the battle raging overhead, but his lovers seemed to have things well in hand.
Alecto’s reappearance turned the tide for Talia and Kaia. When the General suddenly appeared among the cultivators, Po Ri at her side, they began tearing through the ranks who’d managed to evade the fire strikes. 
Talia and Kaia, meanwhile, flew upward and shot toward the battle between Persephone and Ji Daine. Nemesis felt some anxiety. Talia was a powerful dragon, but she was only B-rank and Ji Daine was an A-rank with a very rare affinity. 
Harper stroked his head soothingly. “They’ll be okay. Kaia knows to stay back from a battle that fierce. They’ll throw fire spells from a distance and keep the flames around themselves hot. Ji Daine will fry if he goes after them.”
“How did you know I was worried?” Nemesis asked in surprise.
“Nemmy, you’re chewing on your talon,” she pointed out. 
Nemesis paused and realized he had one of his foreclaws in his mouth. He’d been absently gnawing at the digit. He carefully withdrew it from his mouth and curled his paw under his jawbone.
“You’re adorable,” Harper teased.
“Shut up.”






  
  Chapter Thirty-Four


Ji Daine retreated, but Persephone pursued relentlessly. Alecto and Po Ri mopped up the cultivators they’d been fighting, then joined Nemesis on the street. He barely paid attention to them while following the airborne fight as best he could. 
Soon, however, the battle had moved far enough away that he could only make out random flashes of light. Letting out a disgruntled sigh, Nemesis turned his attention to Harper. She’d stripped Cynthia of everything and tossed the naked body in his direction.
Nemesis didn’t hesitate to lean down and pick up the corpse in his jaws. The moment he started chewing, though, he grunted. “Unpleasantly tough,” he mumbled around the mouthful. Finally, annoyed, he simply swallowed. “Bah. Dwarf will never be a favorite. Even the giants were more palatable.”
Harper let out a huff of laughter. “I am sure the other dwarves will appreciate knowing you aren’t going to develop a taste for them.”
It took a moment of searching for him to pick out the pieces of Cynthia he’d bitten off and tossed about, but he soon had those downed as well. “I don’t know what you’re teasing me about, you tossed me the body to dispose of.”
“Just a coping mechanism. It’s not like I enjoy seeing you swallow cultivators. But it does help you grow stronger, and every bit of strength helps,” Harper said. She came up to him and leaned against his leg, her hand stroking the dark scales armoring his limb.
Po Ri had been walking toward them when Nemesis ate the last leg, and the swordsman looked a bit pale. Nemesis turned his gaze upon him and watched the cultivator drop to his knees and put his forehead to the stone.
“Patriarch!” Po Ri called, his tone reverent. “We bask in your presence!”
Nemesis lifted his head and preened. Finally, they’re truly starting to grasp my value. His crimson eyes took in the other warriors and townsfolk who had gathered to support him. One by one, they began to bow and put their heads down. Soon, only Harper was still standing within his line of sight.
She patted his shoulder. “Yes, you’re marvelous. Now can we get these people working instead of just sitting around staring at you in awe?”
Nemesis sighed. “I suppose.” He reached out with his mind and lifted Po Ri into the air. The swordsman let out a startled yelp, then shifted into a standing position while Nemesis lowered him back onto his feet. “Make sure the people of the town know that the Patriarch has taken control of the sect. Next, tell Alecto that I require the cores of spirit beasts steeped in acid. Also, inform her that she’s in charge of the sect until I return from cultivating.”
Po Ri swallowed, then saluted with a fist to his chest. “As you say, Patriarch.”
Rising to his feet, Nemesis made a show of stretching his wings. His injury had finally mended enough that he felt he could fly safely. While he folded them back against his side, he lifted Harper into position astride his spine. “Does anyone wish to challenge my decision to place General Alecto in command?” he roared. He unconsciously drew on the higher power contained in his recently raised cultivation.
The volume of his call caused several chunks of broken stone to collapse off the walls of the cliff. The booms of rubble hitting the ground seemed to underscore the silence that met his question. None of the cultivators nearby dared answer him.
Blowing smoke from his nostrils, Nemesis let out a rumbling chuckle. “Good. The sect is already showing that it can grow in wisdom.” 
“Nemmy, was that three voice thing the phantom heads you were telling me about?” 
“Yeah, but I’m having a hard time getting them to do what I want. It’s like trying to shove a numb tail around…”
Nemesis hurled himself into the sky with Harper firmly on his back. His wings flapped hard to gain altitude. While he rose into the sky, he and Harper began to discuss different exercises that might help him gain control of his new heads. Having his rider to brainstorm with was reassuring, and Nemesis couldn’t wait to try out the cultivation tattoos with her and see her own rise in power. 
Much as she’s changed my priorities… I like to think I’ve helped her develop her own ambitions as well. Her motivation to grow strong and powerful is never in question. Truly, a match worthy of me.
He kept those thoughts to himself, and when he was gliding over the mountain he changed the conversation, asking, “What happened with Elder Smoke, anyway?”
It had taken him a moment to realize he hadn’t seen the old bastard anywhere in the battle. In fact, he didn’t know what had happened to start that fight at all. It didn’t take much prodding to get Harper to begin spilling the story.
Smoke, Ji Daine, and Cynthia had been confronted by Alecto, Harper, Kaia, and Min on the issue of accepting Alecto as Phon’s replacement. Nemesis knew that Smoke had been stalling. Nemesis was soon informed that Ji Daine’s acceptance of Alecto had been a ploy to gain concessions. The weasel had pushed for reforms to the council that would make Alecto’s placement more… palatable for the current council.
When Nemesis learned that those concessions would have curtailed the power of the Patriarch to that of a figurehead, he grasped how the situation had unfolded. Ji Daine and Cynthia had used their position of nominal allies to try and move the bargaining and gain power for themselves. 
Focusing the bad feelings toward Smoke, they’d hoped to be seem like the voices of reason… except Cynthia had made a small slip. She’d referred to the worship of Nightshade as ‘outdated.’ She’d apparently tried to correct herself, but Alecto’s… fervor, had caused her to fixate on the phrase.
With all the determination of a true zealot, Alecto had demanded further acknowledgement of the Patriarch’s position, and things had grown increasingly hostile. Eventually Smoke had snapped and risen to defend Cynthia’s stance, breaking the illusion he wasn’t working with the other councilors. 
Smoke had thrown out some derogatory comments toward the Patriarch’s whores, prompting Alecto to leap across the room and kill him with her bare hands. Ji Daine and Cynthia had activated the defenses of the tower and directed them to purge Alecto and the others.
“And you know the rest,” Harper concluded. “We made our way out of the tower, dodging attacks, and took to the sky to retreat.”
“Are the flying swords new?” he asked, remembering the surprise he’d felt seeing them all mounted on them.
“We’ve used them before. Kaia and Min worked together to create these in our personal styles. Alecto included it as part of your reward, she said you killed some big bird at the mountain peak?”
“Oh that? Yeah… Persephone was hungry.”
Nemesis had been scanning the skies and finally found what he was looking for. The distortions caused by Ji Daine’s spatial manipulation hung like a warped bubble in the sky. Flames and bursts of light continued to flare within it, so he knew the others were still fighting. 
Now that he had a goal, he concentrated on flying with the best speed his wing could handle. The wind whistled past his head and he felt Harper drape herself along his neck. She curled her arms around one ridge spike while wrapping her legs around another. He enveloped her in his telekinetic awareness, worried she’d fall off.
Getting closer, he saw it appeared that Ji Daine’s ability to dodge was being worn down. The Elder’s ivory fur was marred by blood along one side, and he was definitely moving slower. Unfortunately, both Talia and Persephone appeared to be flagging as well. 
Nemesis braced himself to penetrate the spatial barrier, and when he pushed through the wall he found himself suddenly flying upside down, looking straight at the ground. He flicked his tail and curled one wing to deftly roll over. Holding Harper against his spine, the black dragon executed a swift dive and snapped his wings out wide once more. 
Catching the wind, he arced back up into the sky and took a second to reorient himself.
In that time, Ji Daine saw him and let out a squeal of rage; the weasel vanished into a ripple of space, then burst out in front of Nemesis’ snout a moment later. “Where is my wife!” Daine screamed.
“Right here!” Nemesis answered, then he opened his jaws and belched a torrent of flames all over the weasel. Caught up in his rage, Ji Daine appeared to have forgotten that placing himself in front of a dragon’s mouth was the height of stupidity.
The weasel screamed in agony, fur ablaze. He dove with a flux of spatial mana and reappeared on the icy mountainside. The furred beast did his best to roll in the thick snow to put out the flames that were eating at him.
His distraction cost him. 
Persephone spun a rapid spiral that left a shimmering ring of light hovering in the air behind her. The sunlight seemed to gather within that ring, and then a burst of brilliance lanced down at the frantic weasel. 
The golden beam carved through Ji Daine’s hips and took his hind legs off. He teleported again, this time into the air. Blood fell freely from his body but somehow disappeared before it hit the ground. 
The Elder flared his clawed paws and the bubble of warped space they were in began to compress. A black point appeared directly in front of his face. “If I have nothing to live for, then none of us need to exist!” he screamed.
Something started pulling Nemesis toward the black point, and he was reminded of Glaive’s brother Nord. That cultivator had manipulated direction and caused a similar force of attraction. 
‘Harper, remember how we defeated Nord?’ he sent telepathically.
‘Right!’
His partner rolled off his back and fell toward the ground. The strange field tried to pull her into it, but Nemesis used his telekinesis to bypass it and keep her on track. When Harper hit the ground, she slammed both fists into the snowy glacier.
Snow and ice exploded into the air, displaced by spikes of stone that erupted upward all around Harper. The artificial pull was enough to capture the loose snow and draw it upward; Nemesis saw Harper’s hair being tugged up as well.
He focused on the stones, however. One by one, he tore them free and threw them skyward to start drifting toward Ji Daine. “Talia! Remember the last time?” he bellowed, annoyed to find her out of range of his telepathy due to the sect’s jamming field.
Talia, who had been flying at the far edge of the bubble to keep away from the energy pulling at her, noticed all the stones and let out a wild laugh. “I do!” Flame blossoms began to spring into being all around her, floating lotuses and other flowers that looped and spun in orbit about her gleaming length.
Persephone glided in a circle until she came alongside him. “What are we doing?” she asked, her voice tinged with excitement. “Can I help?”
“Keep him distracted,” Nemesis said.
The A-rank dragon let out a cheerful laugh and opened her jaws to breathe a new beam of light at the floating weasel. To Nemesis’ shock, he saw the tiny black point was actually powerful enough to bend Persephone’s attack. What can bend light? he wondered. 
Instead of indulging his curiosity, Nemesis continued pulling stones summoned by Harper into the air. He was soon surrounded by a cloud of debris and rubble—all of which he sent flying toward Ji Daine.
“You can’t stop me with rocks, you imbecile!” the crazed Elder shouted.
Then Talia’s fire flowers started impacting the rocks, which began melting into a slurry of molten material. Nemesis kept that mess spiraling around Ji Daine, whose own attack kept the conglomeration constantly moving toward himself. 
The power of that black point was terrifying. Air had begun rushing toward it, and something strange was happening to the borders of Ji Daine’s manipulated space. The bubble was compressing in, and it was bringing the mountain up with it.
Nemesis couldn’t tell if the ground was actually rising or if the space inside the bubble was somehow being eaten. He drew in a deep breath and exhaled a thick cloud of viridian gas. The acid cloud was sucked toward Ji Daine, but the moment it reached the melted stone it detonated.
The explosion stunned the Elder, and Nemesis chose that moment to allow the liquid rock to collapse inward. He tossed whatever mundane metal he could find within Elder Song’s ring into the mix, then unleashed a lightning bolt. Arcs of electricity shot into the chaos that was collapsing around Ji Daine.
Nemesis could hear the weasel screaming. Mana flared wildly around the thrashing weasel and Nemesis saw the globs of stone bulging outward like something was trying to escape it. That was when Persephone let fly another beam of light. 
This one slammed straight through the center of the whole molten mess and came out the other side, though at an odd angle. 
Whatever was going on inside the sphere of lava ceased, and everything collapsed in with a boom that shook the air around them. Nemesis, eagerly anticipating a new gemstone for his collection, was bitterly disappointed when he saw the stone somehow crumbling into itself.
When the last piece of rock vanished, space returned to normal all around them.
There was no sign of Ji Daine except for his severed hindquarters on the bloody snow below. Nemesis looked around, but no matter how hard he searched he couldn’t find the gemstone. 
Persephone flew next to him and butted her body against his. “What are you looking for, Nemesis? He’s dead! We killed him and stopped his final technique. That could have been dangerous, even for me if it had finished forming.”
Letting out a sigh, Nemesis began spiraling down toward Harper. “I wanted a gemstone. The last time we killed someone that way, they left a really unique gem. This time… nothing. It’s not fair.”
“Can I see the gem?” Persephone asked, clearly curious.
“It’s back with my hoard. I’ll show it to you when we return to rest.”
“Deal!”
The black dragon didn’t actually need to land for Harper to reach him. She’d mounted her flying sword and flew herself up to reach his back. She held Ji Daine’s remains by the tail and she waggled it. “Who gets this?”
Nemesis looked at Persephone, then Talia, then back to Persephone. Both of the dragonesses were staring back at him, and he swore he could see drool along their jaws. “Talia. She’ll benefit the most from an A-rank meal.”
“It’ll be uncomfortable,” Persephone warned.
“I can handle it!” Talia declared. Nemesis could sense the determination radiating off of her. Harper seemed to notice it too. She didn’t hesitate before tossing the hindquarters out for Talia to snatch from the air.
With the battle done, Nemesis led the entire group back to their new caves.






  
  Chapter Thirty-Five


For the cultivators, the strangely frozen ambient mana in the new lair was a new experience. Persephone led them inside and opened several of the hidden chambers that branched off from the main sphere.  
Nemesis used the things he had looted from Elder Song’s home to help the riders make a comfortable living space. The furniture built for giants was deemed oversized, though Nemesis set aside one of those bedrooms for a cultivation chamber. 
Over the next three days Harper, Min, and Kaia took turns traveling to the surface and releasing messenger talismans directed at the contacts they had made within the sect. For the moment, everyone agreed to keep their location a secret. 
It wasn’t unusual for the leadership of a sect to go into seclusion when they were planning on a breakthrough to a new level of power, so they were sure the sect had steps in place to handle things.
Nemesis, to his chagrin, was forced to travel out to the mountainside at least once each day to meet with General Alecto. The woman had taken full command of the sect and reported that Song’s followers had been executed. Many, she explained, had been dabbling in some kind of soul mana rituals that were corrupting their spirits.
Nemesis wasn’t shocked to find out that the brazier at the temple had extinguished the moment he’d eaten Song, but he was surprised to find out the worshipers had managed to reignite it on three occasions—using human sacrifice.
He didn’t blame Alecto for slaughtering all of them.
With the Patriarch’s approval, Alecto continued to reorganize the governing of the sect. A few masters had stepped forward, asking to be made Elders, and Alecto begrudgingly accepted that Nemesis didn’t care. As long as they were obedient, he had no interest in them.
He did make a note to have Po Ri and the Gracewinds rewarded. He also ensured that Alecto found and secured Joat, the girl from the library. The General latched onto the idea that the girl was important to him and began babbling something about “ensuring she had the finest tutors, aides, and pills to advance her cultivation.” Nemesis simply agreed.
During all of those meetings, all he wanted to do was get back to his lovers and their cultivation.
He did make a point to have Alecto pass along a note for Joat from him. It explained that they’d be returning from their cultivation expedition as soon as possible, and that he hoped to find her well. Harper had helped him phrase it so it was comforting.
He didn’t know why Joat would require comforting, but he trusted Harper’s judgement.
After days of painfully boring visits to Alecto, the others had dealt with their own contacts, and Persephone and Talia had arranged all of the formations Kaia designed around the room they’d set aside for their cultivation. Persephone, who knew about inscriptions herself, was able to affix the formation plates to the obsidian walls of the chamber.
Nemesis wasn’t sure what kind of metal those plates were made from, but when the group took advantage of them for the first time, he was shocked to discover they didn’t melt. Harper insisted they test the tattoos slowly, so each time a new person was marked, they all cultivated together as a group. She called it stress testing a new method.
That led to some very happy exhaustion.
Once everyone was branded with the mana-sharing tattoos they fell into a pattern of dual cultivation that lasted for several weeks. The riders, having the least stamina, benefited greatly from the marks transferring extra energy. Everyone seemed to gain something each time, at least while they were within the same room, but the greatest benefit was the markings dividing and transferring unwanted energy types away from those who didn’t use them.
Kaia, for instance, released any built-up ice mana out of herself, which let it be absorbed by Min, who converted it to water mana. That purification began to show results for everyone. Their foundations grew deeper. Though Nemesis wished that Harper wasn’t quite so enthusiastic in explaining how strong her meridians were growing… at length… for hours.
Nemesis assumed it was a good thing. His own cores felt more stable by the day.
But the group did try to find time to focus on things outside the bedroom, so after about a month they began taking breaks to focus on their crafts. Finally, however, a day came when Nemesis felt compelled to take Harper aside for time spent just between the two of them.
The anniversary of their bonding.
The pair of them were lying upon Nemesis’ bed, which had been liberated from Elder Song, and Nemesis was carefully feeding Harper small berries that gleamed like copper. The fruit had been a gift delivered through Min on her return from smithing, Nemesis didn’t know who’d offered tribute to the Patriarch, he simply accepted it as his due. 
They were useless for Nemesis, but the intense metal mana they contained was perfect for Harper.
She stared up at him with dark hair spilling all over her pillow. “Copper for your thoughts?” she asked. They were completely shielded in their chamber, yet she still kept her voice quiet.
Nemesis found he enjoyed the intimacy. The warm glow of love radiating out of her felt like sunrays on his scales. He planted a soft kiss on her nose, then put one of the berries between her lips. “I was contemplating the way our lives have changed since we escaped the warehouse.”
“Oh?” Harper chewed what was left of the berry while rolling up onto her side. She slipped a bare leg over his hip and curled herself toward him, so he put a hand on her hip and ran his fingers along the soft curve to caress the cheek of her rear.
“We said a lot of things about freeing people, making sure we’d never be slaves again, but…” Nemesis paused, trying to figure out how to phrase it.
“But ever since then we’ve faced one person after another who wanted to control our destinies,” Harper responded. He wasn’t surprised she could finish his thought. She reached up to brush her fingers along his cheek and trace his face with her palm. 
“Yes. The Scaleguard offered power, but in reality we were just glorified war hounds for the Empire. The sect claimed they were dedicated to our growth, then stifled us.” It was hard not to feel frustrated.
“Alecto has proven loyal.”
“True. But Alecto is… crazed. Her dedication is to the memory of my mother. This whole sect nonsense is about my mother. None of it is about me. It annoys me.” Nemesis had to work to keep his hand from clenching. He’d grown in power and he had no desire to hurt Harper by driving his fingers into her bones.
“It was about your mother,” Harper corrected, “but you’ve cleared out the old council of Elders, and now they follow you.”
“They follow Alecto,” he corrected.
“Who is completely dedicated to you,” Harper insisted. She reached a finger out to boop the tip of his nose. “Nemesis, you’re a dragon… so maybe you don’t understand how rare it is for a single being to dominate an entire sect in under a year. You’ve achieved great things, all on your own.” 
Nemesis relaxed his jaw to keep from grinding his teeth. To distract himself, he leaned down and kissed Harper softly. The berries added a tart flavor to her lips, so his tongue went chasing more. She hooked a hand behind his neck and pulled him down while smoothly rolling onto her back.
His arm slid up from her ass and around her waist, holding her close while they kissed. Taking the time to just be with her helped reduce his frustrations. The drive to constantly grow, to become more powerful, to be supreme… it was always with him. The maneuverings they’d taken part in to face their enemies in the sect had left him frustrated.
I cannot stand politics. If this is something I must put up with to grow in power and claim territory, I might be better off simply conquering a place in the wilds. Do I truly need the sect and humanoid civilization?
Harper curled her fingers into his hair and her other arm went around his back until it was her hand groping his ass. He let out a soft huff of laughter escape into her lips, all while his tongue twirled with hers. 
I have allies now who can handle that nonsense for me. Kaia, Min, Harper. They’re far better at understanding people than I will ever be. Persephone and Talia are better at it as well, though their instincts are more like mine.
Harper began to grind against him from beneath, which made her soft stomach rub against his cock. He felt it beginning to swell—though they were taking a break from cultivating, that didn’t mean he couldn’t show his rider how much he enjoyed her presence. 
A flick of his telekinetics later, when she rocked her pelvis up against him, she was greeted with his cock. It slid into her depths with a slow thrust that saw her arching her back and letting out a low moan of approval. 
Harper curled her legs to hook them over his calves, her body open to him. Nemesis adjusted his hand from her back to her ass, his fingers firmly gripping her curved backside before he began to thrust. The roll of their bodies was enough to set a soft rhythm. He saw no reason to change that.
Lifting his other hand, Nemesis cupped her face, making it clear he wanted the kisses to continue. He enjoyed the way she moaned into his lips. Her eyes fluttered closed, and she kept trying to tilt her head back, yet he didn’t allow her, forcing her to keep her chin down. Even that tiny hint of restraint made her shiver.
Nemesis was content with the slow pace. He reveled in the gentle glide of his ridged shaft into her slick depths. Harper’s body was a wonderful mix of soft and firm. Having it writhe beneath him drew his thoughts away from petty annoyances and allowed him to focus on what was important.
Perhaps I am losing some of my edge… or maybe it’s my consciousness expanding beyond my instincts. I’ve always been smarter than the other hatchlings. Maybe my ability to look beyond my simple drives is a result of how my Mentality has been growing?
Nemesis admitted that he often lost sight of the fact that the score wasn’t simply a measure of his psionics. It was a measure of the power of his mind in total. For other spirit beasts sapience wasn’t a guarantee, yet most reached a crude form of it if they grew powerful enough.
“Nemmy, Nemmy! Mmmm, a little faster?” Harper pleaded. Her request fully broke him free of his thoughts and he let out a soft chuckle, then planted a kiss on her forehead. With a roll of his hips, he shifted their pace to lend speed to their coupling.
“How’s that?” he asked in a light, teasing voice. “Or do you need… this?”
Digging the nails of one hand into her ass gently, Nemesis moved his other hand down to grip her breast firmly. He used the pressure of his hands on her beautiful curves to lock her slender body in place. While he teased her, he actually didn’t increase their pace much, but the added sensation of fingertips seemed to fulfill her desires.
Harper rocked under him. “Yes, yes, yessssssss,” she moaned. “Just like that! I love you—I love you, Nemmy!”
Her last declaration was practically a shout as she trembled beneath him. Nemesis let out a pleased rumble and kissed her, stifling her cries against his lips. He didn’t allow the way she clenched around him to stop his thrusts, maintaining the pace with a steady power that held her prisoner. 
“I love you too,” he whispered before biting her lower lip and sucking on it. “You’ve only ever improved the quality of my life.”
It would have been easy to fall into a cultivation pattern in that moment—Harper was practically offering him everything she had. Nemesis, however, wanted to focus on her. On simply having his first rider present in his arms.
When she began coming down from her orgasm, she opened her eyes. “Nemmy, can we switch positions?” Her breathless question thrilled him. Playfully, Nemesis lifted her desires from her mind while floating them both above the bed.
When she landed on her hands and knees, she arched her back to thrust her ass up at him. Nemesis gladly grasped her hips and speared her anew. The husky moan that slipped from her caused him to shiver. He leaned over her and folded his hands over hers, pinning her in place.
Harper, glancing back over her shoulders, met his eyes. “Nemmy, do you want all of me?” she whispered.
Nemesis rubbed his nose against her cheek. Putting his lips to her ear, he rumbled out, “I want to have you completely, in every way, and I do. You’re my beautiful prisoner. The brightest gem in my hoard. You’re never escaping me. Now I have you, and I am going to enjoy you.”
Every phrase was marked by a strong thrust against her. Harper’s body shook each time his hips met the curve of her ass, and she kept pushing herself back for him. Their fingers twined together and her hands convulsively closed tighter while he asserted his ownership of her.
“For you, I’d be a slave,” she whispered.
Nemesis’ had to recover his rhythm, the words shocking him. He rubbed his face against hers, careful of the horns she’d had ever since her bloodline had awoken. “My queen could never be a slave, for she has no equal.”
Harper moaned—the surge of love that radiated off of her hit him hard. Her body convulsed while she writhed in pleasure. The fact the pleasure was emotional didn’t seem to change the way she climaxed beneath him. 
His beautiful rider was incoherent, and he found her mind a babbling mess of emotions. Most of the fragmented thoughts and feelings she had seemed to be centered around babies and white dresses.
Nemesis, more than a little bewildered, almost stopped thrusting into her. That caused her to snap out of it and her nails bit into his hands. “No, fuck me, Nemmy. I’m yours. Let me feel you cum. Claim me, my King!”
With that urging, the dragon couldn’t hold back any longer. His body moved above her, which made Song’s bed bang against the cavern wall in response. The massive piece of furniture bounced off the wall only to hit it again a moment later. Harper’s flesh slapped beneath him and she let out a grunt each time he bottomed out within her. 
Racing toward his climax, leaning over her, Nemesis found himself staring at the side of her face. She’d surrendered completely, and her flushed skin was dripping sweat into her eyes. For all that, she never took her gaze off his. She simply began mouthing how much she loved him at the apex of each stroke.
When he came, she screamed for him again.






  
  Chapter Thirty-Six


Another week of cultivation passed before Nemesis  finally received the message he’d been waiting for.
The sect had located a spirit beast with a powerful affinity for acid. What was better, it was at least A-rank, and too strong for them to hunt. He and his partners would defeat it themselves.
In that time, the sect’s enchanters had also managed to produce a saddle that could transform into clothing whenever he shifted shape. Sadly, the robes the enchanters produced weren’t the most attractive. He would have preferred something more… ominous, but at least with the saddle he could make sure Harper was secure.
“Yes, Nemmy, I have my straps buckled,” she repeated, exasperation clear in her voice.
“It’s been a while since we had a working saddle. I just want to make sure you’re not going to fall off,” he complained.
“Nemmmmmy,” she said, dragging out his name. “I have a flying sword now, remember? Even if I fall off, I am not going to hit the ground. Now, can we please focus on what we’re going to hunt?”
The black dragon let out a grumble and sent some flame mana to his nose so he could blow smoke out his nostrils. Harper’s tinkling laugh sounded from his back, but he did his best to ignore that. Instead, he spread his wings and flung himself skyward.
Once the ground had thoroughly fallen away, he turned his head to make sure that Talia and Persephone were flying with him. The gold dragon and Kaia were on his left, while the silver swept along on his right. Min, at Persephone’s insistence, was astride the slender dragon’s spine. 
That done, Nemesis turned his attention forward. They were leaving the sect behind. Their absence wouldn’t be long, he hoped, but he hadn’t hesitated when told he’d have to leave the divine mist that surrounded the floating mountain. I’m not wasting time abiding by the decrees of dead Elders, he thought to himself.
Harper had asked him for details, yet had decided to wait until they were on their way before filling her in. He was having fun keeping the details to himself, so he chose to remain evasive while they flew toward their target. “The scouts thought they were tracking a sounder of acidtusk boars. What they found instead was an A-rank beast hunting the boars… and it must have eaten a lot of those pigs, because they said that the cloud of acid that surrounded the creature was so strong it was even dissolving the trees near it.”
Harper let out an impatient huff. “Okay, but what is it? Stop trying to be mysterious!”
Nemesis laughed. “That’s just it: they don’t know. The thing was surrounded by a cloud of green mist that was so thick they couldn’t get a good look at it. They only saw a long arm with clawed fingers reach out and drag a screaming boar inside. Then they heard eating. The thing didn’t chase them when they fled. Too busy eating the boars that were attacking it.”
“If we don’t know what it is… how are we going to find it? It could have moved on.”
“One of the scouts managed to put a spirit mark on it. They estimated the mark would last a week before the acid cloud destroyed it, so that’s how much time we have to find it.”
“Not a lot of time,” Harper commented. To that, Nemesis could only grunt in agreement. He knew there was a solid chance a beast like that might continue migrating. 
If its diet is specialized to only consume acid-tainted creatures, then it won’t linger once it has used up its food supply. Which is one of the reasons I said we needed to head out as soon as they told us about it.
That thought spurred him to fly faster, and he strained his wings to gain more speed. A sudden jolt went through him, and he realized that he had passed out of the psionic interference that was part of the sect defenses. Acting quickly, Nemesis formed a link between them all.
‘Can everyone hear me?’ he asked.
‘Woah… you can act as a relay?’ Persephone asked. Her vibrant energy thrummed along the telepathic network. 
‘He can. It’s one of our biggest advantages in battle,’ Min confirmed. 
‘Yeah, but it doesn’t work while we’re at the sect. I still haven’t been able to find which formations are blocking mental powers,’ Kaia said. The redheaded warrior sounded disgusted with her inability, and Nemesis almost felt bad for her.
Yet at the same time, he’d really love it if she could disable that damned jamming field.
‘I’ve missed this!’ Talia chimed in with a cheerful mental pulse. Somehow his brain interpreted the noise as a happy sigh. He wondered if that came from his growing Mentality score. 
‘Okay, let’s focus,’ Harper said. She shifted on Nemesis’ back, and he realized she was making sure that javelins in the cases along the side of his saddle were secure. ‘Nemesis, let’s fill everyone in on what you told me.’
Instead of repeating himself, Nemesis took full advantage of his powers to push the memories of the scout reports directly through the links. Everyone fell silent as they digested the new memories. 
It was Persephone who spoke up first. ‘I don’t think we have to worry about it going far,’ she announced. The dragon sounded chipper, and only emphasized that by flying through a quick corkscrew, much to Min’s enjoyment. ‘The clawed arm described resembles that of a cloudeater sloth. Normally they’re water and air aligned and travel within their own fog bank. But unlike normal sloths, these get huge and eat meat on top of plants. I’ll bet we’re looking at a rare evolution.’
‘Are they tough?’ Kaia asked. 
Nemesis had never heard of a sloth before, so he was glad Kaia had raised the question. He hated admitting he didn’t know something. His ignorance had him focusing sharply on Persephone’s response.
‘Sloths aren’t fast, but the big ones can cover a lot of ground when they feel like it. Despite their slow travel speed, their slashing attacks can be quick. Their fur, or hair, whatever you want to call it, grows into thick matted sheets that protect their bodies. Under that are layers of dense cartilage which create a mesh beneath their skin. It makes them highly resistant to slashing and bludgeoning. Their bones are surprisingly flexible and hard to break. Luckily, their bite isn’t particularly impressive. Most of their kills are made with their huge claws. But they’re a pain in the ass to kill if you aren’t prepared for how tough they are.’
‘So, spears, arrows, and javelins?’ Min confirmed. Nemesis twisted his neck and saw that she was stroking the heavy arbalest they’d mounted on Persephone’s saddle. The weapon had been crafted for her by the sect. Every piece of it was formed from flexible steel, and the mount allowed it a remarkable range of motion. The bolts had bone shafts and heads made from beast fangs. It was a huge upgrade to her previous weapon. 
Their dedicated cultivation had increased the power in her body, which meant she could draw and fire it shockingly fast as well.
‘Do they burn?’ Talia asked. The gold dragon’s rippling wings carried her along silently on his other side. Nemesis checked and saw Kaia was currently prepping a bow that she’d had made. He didn’t know what it was made from, but the thing radiated a menace that was palpable to his psychic sense. 
‘Yes,’ Persephone said in response to Min, ‘and no,’ she concluded for Talia. ‘At least the traditional variety don’t. They’re too saturated with water mana to truly catch fire. Burning off their cloud cover makes it easier to fight them, but I’ve never heard of someone successfully killing one with flame attacks before.’
Talia’s disappointment radiated along their shared connection. Nemesis sent her a pulse of affection, then spoke up. ‘If the acid cloud around it is anything like my breath attack, it might well explode if ignited. If the creature doesn’t have a strong water aura, that kind of damage could be staggering.’
He saw Talia perk up visibly and held off on a laugh. Kaia bent down and stroked the gold dragon’s scales with a calloused palm. Harper took over the conversation at that point. ‘The potentially explosive acid cloud is definitely something to think about. Persephone, your light attack might ignite that as well. We’ll need to confirm if that’s a danger before we close with the beast. Can sloths fly?’
‘No, they’re purely ground animals. The smaller ones live up in trees… kind of like monkeys.’ Persephone’s prompt answer reassured them that their mobility would provide a significant advantage. Nemesis could sense that he wasn’t the only one pleased with the idea that they might be able to snipe the creature with impunity.
‘Excellent,’ Harper said. ‘I suggest we let Talia hit it with a flame spell to see if the gas cloud explodes. If so, we launch our attacks while the creature is exposed, then we take it from there. Remaining at range will keep us away from its claws. Sound good?’
With their plans made, the group fell silent and focused on flying. It took nearly an hour to cover the distance that remained before they reached the spirit mark. Nemesis didn’t fully understand how the mark worked, but the scout had applied a temporary formation on Nemesis to allow him to perceive it.
To his eyes, there was a giant black skull floating in the air. The bobbing visage was completely intangible, and if he focused, he could see through it without much difficulty. It was some kind of illusion. 
He turned his gaze to the ground beneath the floating skull and found the forest had been devastated for hundreds of feet in every direction. A viridian cloud boiled against the landscape. Trees sagged, their leaves and branches corroded to ashen slivers. He couldn’t see the underbrush through the thick fog, but he could smell the harsh odor of acid from his position in the sky.
‘Well, safe to say it hasn’t moved,’ he called to the others.
They began circling the mist cloud. To be safe, Nemesis made sure everyone remained high above the fog. Talia gathered her mana and formed a flaming bird. A flick of her will sent the spell into the green mist—where it immediately fizzled out with a burst of steam.
‘Damn!’ she cried in disappointment.
‘Let me try,’ Persephone sent. Her jaws opened and a beam of light lanced down. She carved a trench in the ground, though the fog flowed around the attack without showing any signs of being affected. 
Nemesis didn’t think Persephone had actually hit the hidden spirit beast, but it definitely reacted to her attack. The cloud humped upward and then billowed aside when a corroded tree trunk came flying toward them. 
Persephone had no problem twisting out of the projectile’s path, but the force of the throw was enough to disrupt the air nearby. Nemesis watched as the drag from the tree tried to 
pull her along in its wake.
‘It’s strong. That trunk would have done damage if it connected,’ he warned the others. ‘Any ideas on how to get a good line of sight on it?’
‘Can you move the gas?’ Harper asked. 
Nemesis blinked. He silently cursed himself, then tried to grasp the acid fog telekinetically. The tiny particles of acid and water, however, proved incredibly slippery. After a moment he found himself imagining a huge wing slamming the fog into the ground. 
To his surprise, that worked.
The green cloud compressed toward the ground and revealed the sloth. The beast was nearly seventy feet from the tip of its nose to the haunches that pressed into the mud. At the moment, new acid hissed out from the gaps in its fur. Its long arms kept its forward body lifted off the ground, and it shuffled in a half-circle to keep its face pointed at them. 
Unfortunately, the freshly released vapor was starting to cover the layer he’d compressed. It wouldn’t be long before the fog cloud reestablished itself and he’d have to compress it again. His team, however, needed no prompting to launch their attacks.
Min’s arbalest fired with a snap of its steel string. The bone shaft flew through the air to slam into the creature’s side. Most of the bolt disappeared within its fur, but the crimson fletching stood out like a bizarre-looking flower. 
Harper tossed a half-dozen javelins into the air, then took control of their metal shafts. They began vibrating with metal mana as she launched them down at the sloth. The creature lifted one forearm to block the shafts, then rocked back when they exploded on impact. 
One by one, the javelins detonated into shards of steel that blew chunks of the spirit beast’s fur apart. Nemesis saw a few drops of blood, but the initial attack didn’t seem to have penetrated deeply. Kaia, however, aimed the arrows of her bow to the bald patches Harper caused.
Three black arrows slammed into its forearm, and where they hit, the flesh seemed to decay. The sloth made a grunting sound and flapped its arm in an attempt to shake the arrows free. 
Nemesis and Persephone opened their jaws and attacked at the same time. Another beam of brilliance struck the giant beast and charred its flesh. From Nemesis, however, came a crackling blast of lightning that sent the monster tumbling.
Blue sparks danced all along its fur. Small fires ignited a second later, only to get put out by the wet mist still billowing out of that same fur. Talia flew lower and breathed a heavy wash of dragon fire across its body while it was knocked prone. The flames didn’t stick, but the fire did clearly hurt the beast. 
It lashed out with a claw, but she was too high for its strike.
At least, that was what Nemesis had thought. The arm was nowhere near Talia, yet she suddenly screamed and bucked in the air as though kicked from below. Crimson splashed down from her torn belly. The beast had somehow caused huge rents to open in her armored form, and she was clearly having trouble maintaining her altitude because of her wounds.
‘Talia! You need to bank away. Don’t land in the fog!’ he bellowed. 
As though Talia’s wounds hadn’t given him enough to worry about, Min leaped from her position on Persephone’s back and used vines to latch on and bind herself to Talia’s body. The blonde warrior slammed into the dragon’s side and immediately began pulsing healing mana into her. 
Persephone let out a roar that seemed to cause the air around them to shudder right before her long silver body shot down like a spear aimed straight for the sloth. The spirit beast had rolled back to its feet and hauled its body upright. Now somehow standing on its hindlegs, the sloth slashed both forelegs in a vicious X before itself.
Which meant Persephone was flying into the same attack that had just carved Talia open.






  
  Chapter Thirty-Seven


Blood exploded from Persephone’s head as the ephemeral claw attack drew six crisscrossing slashes through her muzzle. However, the wounds didn’t stop her from opening her mouth and exhaling a blast of light directly into the sloth’s face. 
The spirit beast let out a warbling bellow of pain as its face began to burn under the intense heat of Persephone’s light. Its body released a massive wave of caustic vapor in response and the emerald cloud soon surrounded it, concealing its body almost completely.
Persephone had twisted to rise when the gas was released, but she was still forced to fly through it. Where the vapor sank into her wounds, her flesh began to blacken and dissolve. She had no choice but to rise high, spiraling up into the sunlight with her eyes tightly closed. 
‘I’m alright, but there’s something else in the cloud. Something more than acid. It’s eating at my flesh. I don’t think this beast is just A-rank. I… think it’s an S-rank monster,’ she sent over the telepathic network. 
Nemesis, too angry to hold back, exhaled another blast of lightning at the hunched shape of the sloth. Once again, the electricity burned into its flesh. He saw sparks dance and spray across its form, caught in the moisture contained in its hair. The wounds clearly bothered it, for the thing covered its head with its long arms in response.
Over the last several seconds, Harper had been building a technique with her metal mana. He wasn’t sure what it was, but she had several javelins floating above her, and the energy passing between them was twisting into a complicated pattern. She threw her hands forward and the slender weapons streaked down.
The metal shafts began to spin while they flew down. Gray mana leaked from their tips, and Nemesis watched as they slammed into the creature’s elbow, one after another. The spinning weapons seemed to drill into the flesh, pushing in deeper than her previous attack. Then the javelins came apart in a spray of metal slivers.
Because they were focused on the elbow, the numerous hits added up to form a significant rent in the sloth’s hairy armor. Muscle and ligaments now showed through, and the pale shape of bone was exposed when it moved its arm. The wound wasn’t crippling, but it was the biggest opening they’d caused so far.
The wound only grew worse when Kaia’s arrows slammed into the same spot. The tissue around those bone projectiles started to rot, and several tendons snapped when they thinned and decayed. The sloth’s forearm hit the ground with a thud, its long limb dragging when it tried to turn. 
The creature, seemingly enraged, bit down on its own forearm and tore the disabled limb free. Flesh and bone ripped while it yanked the crippled paw completely off. Once the arm was free, its body sealed the wound just above the elbow, and the flesh began knitting together almost immediately. 
‘Damn it, it the essence of plague-rot isn’t strong enough!’ Kaia cursed. Nemesis almost missed a beat with his wings.
‘Plague arrows?’ he asked, surprised to find one of his allies using such a dangerous weapon. 
‘Talia’s cleansing energy can destroy the disease, so it’s safe for me to use. Otherwise I wouldn’t touch it,’ Kaia replied, clearly sensing his shock through their network. ‘Sorry, I should have mentioned that.’
‘I’ll spank you later,’ Nemesis said offhandedly. He swept in a circle around the sloth and tried once more to flatten its acid cloud and restore visibility. The beast being S-rank explained why he was having so much trouble keeping up with its natural abilities. 
‘Promises, promises,’ Kaia purred, only to have Harper interject.
‘Focus! Min, how is Talia?’
Min, who had been working steadily on healing the deep wounds in Talia’s stomach, sounded out of breath when she responded, ‘She’ll be okay, but there’s something nasty in those claws. If the damage had gone deeper, she might have lost her ability to lay eggs. As it is, between the two of us we have it completely cleansed.’
‘We think,’ Talia corrected. ‘It’s some sort of mold or fungus and acts like a disease but isn’t quite one. I only caught the energy portion of the attack. I think if the claws had touched me directly, I would be dead.’
Focus grew difficult.
Nemesis, faced with the thought of one of his mates almost being crippled, felt shaken. A mixture of anger and fear coursed through him. The voices of his lovers dimmed—he was unable to concentration on the conversation. 
His attention narrowed to the sloth on the ground. The beast, reduced by one limb, had begun slamming its remaining claws down into the ground, building some kind of power within the earth. 
Rings of mana were spreading out from where it hunched over, and the ground was starting to vibrate in time with the strikes. ‘What is it doing?’ he asked the others, cutting through their strategizing.
Persephone, flying highest, also had the best senses, so it wasn’t a surprise to Nemesis that she was the one to offer the first suggestion. ‘It’s laying its mana down to create a domain. If it can establish territorial control, then our attacks will be useless. We have to disrupt it before it completes the domain!’
The silver dragon began weaving a spell, mana trailing behind her in the form of luminous ribbons. Nemesis suspected they were much like the fire flowers Talia created, conjured shells to hold her power.
Talia was also gathering power around herself. Hers took the form of tiny crimson spheres. The thrummed with energy, each spinning in a way that seemed to gather heat out of the atmosphere. The gold dragon’s body had begun to steam as the winds around her cooled. 
Kaia fired arrow after arrow down at the sloth, though most of them failed to sink deep into its shaggy form. If the creature has some connection to disease or rot, then it’s possible that plague arrows won’t be overly effective. Not unless the damage is already significant. Nemesis considered how to capitalize on the wounds the others had made. They weren’t deep yet, and many of them had already healed over.
But he had one thing the others didn’t: an innate resistance to acids and poison. 
‘Harper, go to Persephone,’ he ordered. 
‘Nemmy, you can’t—’
‘Go, love, now.’
Instead of wasting time arguing, Harper drew her long blade and stepped onto it. A moment later, Nemesis had undone the clasps on her harness and the quivers of javelins for her. Those he floated alongside her while she glided up to take Min’s empty saddle. 
Then his focus turned entirely toward the sloth below. 
Perhaps sensing his killing intent, the creature pounded the ground with even greater intensity. The land had begun rippling like the surface of a pond, but Nemesis could see that its technique wasn’t yet finished. He folded his wings and dove straight for the spirit beast. 
The thing looked up just before he would have hit, so Nemesis breathed a torrent of fire directly into his face. Screeching in surprise, the sloth threw its remaining arm up to save its eyes, though it was unable to stop Nemesis from slamming into it.
While the sloth was big, Nemesis was bigger; he’d fully expected to bowl the creature over and sending it tumbling. Instead, he felt like he’d flown directly into a wall. His horns impaled the beast’s forearm— yet that, unfortunately, blocked his attempt to bite the beast. Nothing stopped his tail from whipping around and crashing against its ribs, however, and the sudden halt to his momentum transmitted more force to that heavy limb.
Then the sloth whipped its arm out to the side and took Nemesis’ head with it. He knew he was vulnerable to the creature’s mouth when his head was dragged over to expose his neck. Desperation surged through him, and almost before he realized it a phantom head materialized and rose from his own.
The blue head and neck solidified against his shoulder, so he drove the powerful horn that defined that skull into the sloth’s chest. The creature bellowed in shock, then Nemesis exhaled lightning directly into its torso.
The crimson head had manifested as well, though it was below his central throat. That left it free to bite down hard on the sloth’s exposed hip. With the spirit beast tangled up against him, Nemesis began flapping his wings and kicking off the ground with his hind legs.
Only by straining his entire body was he able to drive the sloth back several steps. But once it moved, the domain it had been trying to form seemed to shatter. Mana went wild around them; sharp bits of solidified acid burst upward out of the ground like spears; mushrooms sprouted all over the creature, the torn-up earth, even along Nemesis’ own neck. 
The sloth used its long arm to slam Nemesis’ ebon head repeatedly against the ground. Each blow sent shockwaves through his body, and he felt his bones cracking under the impacts. When his horns came free it was almost a relief. 
Almost, because the thing lifted its claws to slice his head off in response. 
Ribbons of light lashed down from the sky and looped around the beast. They began sinking into its shaggy hair. Flesh burned. Where the hair singed away, small balls of fire impacted and exploded. Those detonations tore gobbets of flesh from the sloth, and into those holes flew arrows and javelins. 
The javelins detonated into a mass of splinters and shards, twisting inside the creature’s flesh to cut it with every movement it made. Nemesis lashed out with his crimson head and bit down on the creature’s arm, halting its downward swing. His blue head then shot up and clamped down as well, the pair struggling to keep the sloth from attacking.
Nemesis wasn’t willing to waste an opportunity, so his true head shifted and his jaws opened to spit a caustic stream of venom directly into the sloth’s injuries. The acid didn’t achieve much, yet black flesh began to bubble. The poison ate into the creature’s flesh and started running along the sloth’s veins.
Agony splintered his awareness when the beast shifted its paw and its long claws sheared his blue head completely off. Blood sprayed into the air and then stopped—the neck fading back into mana and dissipating.
A horrendous cracking sensation echoed within Nemesis’ chest, but he didn’t have the luxury of checking on his core at that moment. He forced his crimson head to bite and grind its teeth. Viciously, he did his best to maul the nearby arm. He even flooded the mouth with fire mana to sear the limb.
Nemesis gathered his mana and spewed another stream of venom from his primary head into the sloth’s wounds. The creature once again twisted its claws, and once more pain threatened to cause him to black out. His crimson head flew away and dissipated, and another splintering sensation went off within his chest.
But the sloth was slowing down. The spirit beast sagged and stumbled to the side, though was still trying to raise its claw to tear him apart. Nemesis, in the middle of backing away, watched its arm rise. The limb seemed to move in slow motion, and he realized there was no chance he’d get far enough away to avoid the strike it had used against Persephone.
Then Talia landed on the sloth’s back and clamped her jaws closed around its throat. Her head jerked from side to side, trying to tear the thing’s neck open. The force of her body striking it shifted the angle of the sloth’s strike. The ground tore in three rows as ghostly claws shredded the dirt and grass to Nemesis’ side.
Persephone, now somehow transformed into a beam of light, speared into the sloth’s shoulder. Her body solidified inside the sloth’s flesh and caused the arm to explode outward and off. She shook, spewing blood from her mouth. The attack had obviously done damage to her, perhaps more than it had to the sloth.
But their attacks had given Nemesis time to shake off the pain, so he charged forward and drove his horns into the sloth’s chest. His skull butted against the creature’s ribs and Talia’s weight pressed down from the other side. 
The black dragon could hear snapping teeth above him and he silently prayed that the thing’s neck wasn’t flexible enough to let it bite his spine. He threw his weight into the attack, and to his relief something inside the sloth gave way.
Nemesis suddenly found blood pouring down over his muzzle. His eyes were glued shut by the viscera dripping over them, and he twisted his head, tilting one side down. The wound he’d created grew wider, and he felt the beast’s ribs breaking.
Then Persephone’s slender body slithered up along his back and a distinct crunch echoed nearby. 
The battlefield fell silent but for the harsh breathing of the dragons. Nemesis sagged under the combined weight of the sloth and Talia. The gold dragon, realizing what was happening, quickly leaped from the beast to land upon the ground.
Once there, she helped Nemesis push the corpse over onto its back. 
Its head hit the ground with a thud, and Nemesis saw that Persephone had attacked the other side of its neck from Talia. Where the gold dragon’s jaws had torn rents in the creature’s flesh, Persephone had ripped half its throat out and severed its spine. 
His own attack had torn a gaping cavity in its chest. In doing so, he’d exposed the creature’s core. Naked greed exploded through him, and before he could stop himself he tore the core free telekinetically and clamped his mouth shut around it.
Swallowing swiftly, Nemesis lifted his head and roared at the sky. 
Persephone and Talia followed suit, their own heads rising and challenging the heavens. Then, the wounded dragons began to feast, none of them restraining themselves. Nemesis bit chunk after chunk of the sloth free and swallowed, barely taking the time to chew.
He sensed Harper, Kaia, and Min, but could tell they were staying back. Some dim part of him was confident he wouldn’t attack them, yet his instincts were to feast until there was nothing left of his foe.
None of the dragons, however, could manage to chew through its thicker bones. Nor could they ingest all of its meat. 
Talia was the first to back away. She looked nauseous, but she released some of the energy by breathing cleansing energy over everyone to rid them of any lingering spores from the sloth. 
Nemesis didn’t blame her for having to pause in her feast; the S-rank sloth’s flesh was dense, powerfully rich in mana. Nemesis felt that energy coursing through him. It was painful, especially with the core churning in his stomach. The energy that was radiating outward was like a fire that threatened to burn him alive.
He was forced to quit eating next. He staggered, almost falling onto his side. The mana inside had him feeling drunk, and he became acutely aware of the pain in his cores. The damage done by the creature’s attack throbbed inside his chest.
He knew he had to inspect his cores, because the damage might be severe, yet he also knew he had needed the opportunity this beast had presented.
When Persephone finally stopped gorging herself, he stored what was left of the body in his ring. Then they gathered together and began flying back to the sect. Nemesis forced himself to contain the sloth’s core energies while he flew.
He knew that when he reached the safety of the lair, where the formations would contain the energy so everyone could cultivate together, he could allow it to run rampant… and challenge the soul of the sloth that was pushing to take over his body. 






  
  Chapter Thirty-Eight


Nemesis felt fortunate that he had made it through the battle without damage to his wings, since it meant they were all able to fly back to the obsidian cave together. Listening to Talia fussing over the damage Persephone had taken to her face was a fine distraction from the pain in his core. 
None of them were moving at full speed, which drew out the experience. It also drained his stamina, because the longer he held back the sloth’s core, the worse the pressure inside him grew. He did his best to keep his discomfort from the others, but they were too perceptive.
While he desperately wanted to check on the condition of his cores and see how bad the damage was, he couldn’t afford to take much focus off the sloth’s core. Just like he’d experienced with the forest king, he could feel the sloth’s spirit waiting, lurking with him and daring him to try absorbing his power. 
Harper helped guide him in for his landing at the lair, though Nemesis was shocked when Persephone blocked his entrance to the cave. His head jerked back and he winced at the rents in her muzzle. He knew they’d heal, but it bothered him to see her beautiful features torn open.
“Why can’t I go in?” he demanded.
“Look above us. That core is going to push you into A-rank and the heavens know. They’re waiting. Nightshade warned my father that he couldn’t face tribulations inside the cave, otherwise the entire thing would come apart. You have to climb the mountain.” 
Nemesis glanced up and immediately realized what Persephone was saying. He’d been so focused internally he’d failed to notice the building storm. The clouds were a spiral of blue and gold. Lightning lashed back and forth between the bands, and he knew it would be seeking him soon.
“I have to conquer the sloth’s spirit first,” he said.
Talia, over their protests, forced Harper, Min, and Kaia down into the cave. The gold dragon had assistance, as Persephone used her tail to scoop up Harper and Min, flicking them through the cave opening. “We’ll be waiting for you,” she promised. 
Persephone rubbed her bloody head against his chest, and then twisted to vanish down the tunnel. Nemesis, realizing that the formation around the cave would probably not survive the tribulation any better than the obsidian globe itself, took off. 
It wasn’t a long flight to climb the mountain side and pass out of the formation’s domain, yet he still resented it, as it merely exacerbated the pain in his core. Finally, he could go no farther. He dropped onto the snow and ice and curled his body. Nemesis tucked his head against his hip and curled his heavy tail over his neck to guard it. His wings spread, then folded, to cover his sides. 
Taking a moment to pulse ice mana around him, he felt the snow freeze into a shell encasing his body. Then he allowed himself to slide inward in meditation. He had a brief moment to look at his cores, but the spirit of the sloth came for him before he could truly assess the damage. 
His mental-self formed with a solidity that stunned him. If he hadn’t known he was on some kind of astral plane, he would have thought it was his true body. Relief filled him when he saw that his crimson and blue heads were still present. He’d worried they’d been destroyed completely.
Then the sloth’s spirit was on him. Only it looked nothing like what he expected. Gone was the huge, shambling beast. What came for him looked like a human child with oversized hands and long claws. Its mental presence was dim, but its spiritual power sent him reeling back.
Nemesis, master of his own mind, caused his body to change into mist. The sloth’s claws saw rents in the mental landscape form every time it lashed out, and to his surprise, Nemesis felt pain—even without a body he took some damage.
The dragon, however, was not content to simply avoid the attack. The two of them hovered over a barren plane of rock, so Nemesis commanded the stones to form into spikes that shot into the air toward the sloth. After the displaced soul sliced the first three out of the sky, Nemesis had the others begin exploding into shards before they reached him.
Then, he focused his mind on the terrain. 
This is all me. This is my soul, or maybe the inside of my mind. I’m not sure which, but I know that everything here is a part of me. Which means this beast isn’t just facing me, he’s facing the entire world.
More missiles were launched into the sky. Bolts of fire began raining from above. Nemesis set the world to spinning so there was no concept of down to rely on. The sloth, dumber than the crocodile had been, seemed to have trouble adapting to the changing environment.
The only problem was, the damned thing was a dense bundle of power that refused to take damage.
It’s like the thing is too stupid to imagine taking the wounds from sources it can’t understand, he thought sourly. Then a new idea began to form. If it’s that dumb… then maybe this will work better.
Nemesis grasped as much of the ground as he could and began molding it into a huge draconic head. The horned visage rose out of the ground like a mountain that had suddenly come alive. It was a towering edifice, and for the first time the sloth backed away. 
The dragon-mountain roared, then snapped its jaws at the sloth. Fast as thought, the attack came before the sloth’s soul could run out of range. Then its claws lashed out and the stone was torn to chunks. Half the dragon’s face crumbled to broken stone.
Nemesis felt incandescent pain radiate all through him and knew he’d taken some kind of spiritual damage from that. His being felt weaker, like the attack had carved away at the core of what he was. He rallied and the mountain melted into his true form.
The sloth sliced its claws at his throat, but Nemesis twisted under the attack. In this place, his body held all the speed of his mind. He sank his fangs into the creature’s armpit and spewed his venom into the trapped flesh. His crimson head curled up behind the sloth’s back and bit into its throat from behind a second later.
The blue head, meanwhile, went down and tore out the back of the creature’s knee. Nemesis was careful to track the thing’s wild swings. Keeping his body small, the dragon shifted above or below each strike—though that didn’t protect him entirely from damage.
There was a corrosive aura that tried dissolving his flesh each time he touched the soul. Worse, something was trying to worm its way into him. His response was to constantly visualize his scales growing outward to replace the pieces that broke. 
It was taxing, and it soon became clear that the sloth was going to win the battle of attrition. Its spiritual presence was simply too dense. It shrugged off his attacks and Nemesis felt the pain of each claw strike damaging his internal world. The power in those slashing blows might kill him, even if the creature continued to miss his manifested body.
I will not die to a mammal too stupid to grasp that it’s dead, he snarled in the silence of his own mind. You’re nothing but hunger! You don’t even know why you want to grow more powerful. You. Stupid. Corpse!
Enraged at its stubborn refusal to take damage, Nemesis reached for the limited intellect and dug invisible claws into it. He remembered that perfect moment flying in the dark. That brief second when he’d grasped how the darkness absorbed everything.
Then the dragon opened his mental jaws and sucked inward. 
His entire mental realm seemed to warp. A tremendous vortex formed and wisps of power tore off the sloth. The creature, dimly grasping the threat, tried to back away. It drove its claws into the foundation of his mind and tried to hang on.
Nemesis banished the concept of ground. The landscape disappeared, which left his world a plane of endless air. The sloth, a creature with no experience at flight, seemed to completely fail at grasping it could control its own movements.
The creature tumbled helplessly toward into its doom. Its claws lashed out and Nemesis mentally screamed in pain. Slice after slice carved through his being. The corrosive energies of the spirit still gnawed at him, but he survived because none of the attacks were truly focused on him.
If this creature were smart enough to understand what was actually happening, I would be dead. 
The admission was a bitter one, but Nemesis had to face the reality of the power imbalance he faced—yet that power was now flowing into him. Every thread of energy he swallowed pulsed into his spirit and repaired some of the damage.
The balance of power slowly shifted. Nemesis took every advantage he could get, and he slowly removed everything but the gnawing void from his mental arena. The tumbling creature was left in a darkness that sucked at its being.
Then, finally, after what felt like ages, the balance finished tipping in Nemesis’ favor. 
The darkness seemed to solidify around the sloth. Intangible blades tore chunks free that were soon swallowed up. The thing was rolled, pummeled, and knocked about, swaths of its body being carved off with each hit.
His soul mended faster than the sloth could damage him, and its density grew thinner. Nemesis envisioned fanged jaws of glowing mana biting into the beast’s throat and limbs; a mental scream range out a second later… and then it stopped fighting.
What was left of its soul flooded into Nemesis and forcibly ejected him from the plane. Kicked back into his meditation, Nemesis saw power rampaging through his body. It was more than mana. He didn’t have a definition for it, but instinct guided him on what he had to do.
Nemesis grasped the ephemeral energies and compressed them down into his cores. Sparks of colorless light shot into the ice and acid cores. The threads holding them in place splintered and were then shoved outward. His last two cores joined the other three in orbiting a central point.
Nemesis felt his consciousness drawn into that anchor point; his cores swept around him in a silent orbit. His very concept of who he was crystallized within himself. A black dragon, huge, powerful, magical—indomitable. 
His soul seemed to materialize around his mind. Like a ghostly shadow, it formed and was then wrapped in a gemstone egg. The ebon egg hovered within the circle of cores, and mana radiated down on it like sunlight.
The dragon understood that if he could grow to reach S-rank, the soul within him would hatch and merge with his body. Should he react that point, he would be unstoppable. He’d be able to shape the world around him with his willpower alone. 
It was what the sloth had tried in establishing its domain.
But he couldn’t spend much time contemplating the next step of his evolution—first, he had to ensure that nothing went wrong with this one. He swiftly turned his attention to his fire and lightning cores.
There were hairline cracks along their surface. 
Having his extra heads sliced off had clearly caused some kind of backlash that sent the damage back into his cores. So he applied the power he’d claimed from the sloth to his cores and began reinforcing them.
The soul energy soaked into the crystals and they began to grow. Nemesis carefully compressed them back down each time they swelled. In doing so, he made them denser, harder, and more resistant to damage.
Time had no meaning during this process. 
The effort was worth it, however, because the stronger his cores, the brighter the mana glow nourishing his soul. The healthier his soul felt, the more strength he had. It was a reinforcing cycle that looped through his being.
But it had its costs. 
Nemesis had to direct every scrap of energy within him consciously. His mind grew fatigued. Thinking hurt; he still ached from the battle with the sloth. He knew that he had to balance these moments carefully. If he spent too much of his willpower on refining his inner world, then he’d be helpless in the face of the tribulation waiting him.
But if he didn’t build his foundation fully, the lightning would break him and leave him unable to advance. 
It was possible he might survive, functional enough that he could attempt to continue growing, but that was the best outcome… and it generally involved centuries of being crippled, slowly rebuilding his body and spirit. Far more likely he would be reduced to easy prey—or killed.
He refused to tolerate either outcome. 
He worked hard to refine his cores. Then something shifted, and the light shining upon his soul changed. The ebon surface of the egg suddenly gained colors that swirled through the shell. It remained black, yet those colors were like a sheen, barely visible. 
There. Any more and I’ll push too hard. It has to be now. 
Trusting his instincts, Nemesis let his awareness begin to rise to the outside world. The ice shell around him had corroded to black slush with imperfections forced out of his body. There were spirit beasts gathering all around him. He could feel their hunger. 
But they held back—their own instincts told them what was to come.
Because the moment Nemesis truly felt the world around come into focus, devastation began to pound down at him. Tremendous bolts of blue and gold heavenly retribution rained down all around him.   
The energy wasn’t mana. Nor was it the divine essence contained in the pillar at the mountain’s peak. It was something colder. 
It was judgment.
Each strike was aimed at Nemesis, though many of them crashed into the ground surrounding him. Those that hit forced him to relive his life. His entire existence was drawn out and put on display before him. He could tell the heavens wanted him to explain his decisions. They wanted him to justify himself.
Instead, Nemesis forced himself to his feet and flared his wings. He threw his head at the sky and bellowed a challenge back into their faces. Electricity slammed into his wings, yet he pushed them to open to their maximum width.
Lightning slammed into his face and he exhaled his own back at the heavens.
His crimson head arched out from his neck on his left. On his right, the blue head emerged. Then to the right of the blue came a green head on its own neck. From the crimson, split off a pale white one. Five heads screamed in rage at the heavens, defying their right to judge him.
Then the battle truly began.






  
  Chapter Thirty-Nine


“Abomination. Are you even a dragon anymore? What have you  become, Nemesis?” demanded the heavens. 
“Less than what I will become. You’re welcome to get out of my way or continue to fear my ascension,” he snarled back at the sky. Nemesis refused to bend himself to whatever expectations the heavens held.
Blasts of energy struck him, yet he dug his claws into the ground and remained unbroken in the face of its wrath. Golden lightning slammed into the center of his back in an attempt to drive him down into the snow and ice fast melting beneath him.
The black dragon roared in defiance and pushed mana through his muscles to keep from crumbling under the attacks. The blue lightning struck him in the sides, and Nemesis felt it trying to eat at his sense of self.
“You’re destined for failure if you think you can make me second guess myself,” he ground out. Each of his heads spoke in unison, five voices rumbling together. “I have begun my journey and I won’t back away just because you feel I’ve strayed from the path you meant for me. Each of us must rise on our own merit.”
His confidence rebuffed the lightning for a moment, but he could feel the storm rising in intensity. The entire mountain vibrated under the power of the wind pushing down at him. Snow billowed outward away from him. He sank into the glacier while the ice turned to water and then steam. 
“And will you abandon your partners should they falter? Or will you carry them? Giving them your power through your unnatural techniques?”
The demand came again, without judgment. Bolt after bolt struck his spine, increasing the pressure to force him down. Nemesis opened his blue jaws and released a bolt of energy back at the heavens in retaliation.
Nemesis responded by flapping his wings. The downward pressure pushed him up against the tribulation, and with a flex of his legs he was airborne. The bolts of power that slammed into him surrounded his body in a nimbus of crackling energy that burned at his scales.
While he rose toward the sky, he threw his answer to the heavens, saying, “I won’t have to. They’ll never falter. They are mine, and I am theirs. We rise together as lovers and partners. They are my treasure, more than gemstones and gold, more than books and power. They are why I will grow so strong that one day you’ll all be beneath my fangs!”
Flames exploded from his crimson jaws to burn away clouds that continued to threaten him. His white muzzle snapped open to send a blizzard of cold sweeping through the mist to freeze it and cast heavy boulders of hail falling onto the mountain. Nemesis let his green head spew acid in a cloud that ate those icy stones to nothing while they dropped.
Pain and determination were the twin aspects of his existence in that moment. The pain of surviving each heavenly strike and their attempts to crush him. The determination to defy the heavens and rise on his own terms. He could smell his own scales scorching under the attacks.
The course of the storm changed with his rise. Bolts that struck the ground seemed to arch and crawl across the snow to coalesce into a single point beneath him. The spiraling clouds condensed until they hung in a solitary black spark above him—then energy hit him from above and below at the same time.
Nemesis was pinned in place in the sky. His entire body was paralyzed by the power coursing through him. Once again he felt his entire existence drawn out like a series of paintings. Every moment and decision seemed to glow with vivid intensity under the inspections of the heavens.
“Is there truly nothing you would change in the course of your life? No mistakes you’ve made and wish to undo? No decision you made that might have led you to a greater path?”
“Sure, there are things I’d change,” Nemesis growled. The pressure from the heavens seemed to pause—he almost felt like the divine presence was surprised by his answer. “I’d push harder, grow stronger, and get here faster!”
Balls of lightning shot along the electrical beam that trapped him in place. They struck his body with punishing force, seeking to incinerate him. He felt the gods trying to crush his core in response to his arrogance. Instead of accepting it, he bellowed a five-part laugh and blasted his attacks right back at the sky. 
Finally, the cruel evaluation faded. The divine pressure failed to destroy his core. Nemesis was left burned, bruised, and aching from the repeated blows he’d taken, yet for all of that he felt stronger than ever.
Smoke drifted off his scales, many of them missing from the attacks. He could see his ribs in a few places where the gold lightning had tried to bore into his body. A few moments later, once everything had settled, he recognized the drain having his extra heads was causing him. However, it took a few minutes for him to figure out the proper mental pressure to let them fade back into mana and vanish into his torso. 
He tilted his wings and glided in a slow circle until he was headed back to the cavern that held his lovers. His flight was slow, mostly because he’d suffered damage to his wings. At B-rank he wouldn’t have been able to fly with the rents torn in the leather membranes, but now, he reinforced his flight with the power of his telekinesis.
He called up his scores to see what had changed.
Nemesis: current rank, A9. Potential Rank, Limitless 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental A7
Lethality A9
Defensive A7
Physicality A9
Magic A9
Classification: Demigod. Subclassification: Prismatic.
A-rank… finally. Perhaps now I’ll be able to use my mana in true techniques outside my body… but if I can’t, well, I’ll just have to develop new techniques to use within myself. I can feel how my power has risen. And now I can help the others rise in power even further.
Nemesis let out a soft rumble at the idea of all the strenuous cultivation he intended to put Harper, Min, Talia, and Kaia through. He might not let them out of the cave for months. Persephone, of course, would get the same treatment… but he’d let her leave to hunt those divine birds she enjoyed so much. If she reached S-rank, it would simply give him more power to gather to himself. 
Oh yes, they’ll be worked hard. It will be terrible, and I’m sure they’ll hate me for it. Thoughts of his naked lovers ran through his head, to the point where he was so distracted he flew past the lair entrance and was forced to backtrack. 
He dropped into the still mana of the formations and let out a groan. Walking hurt. His ribs ached where the cold air touched them. He paused to inspect those wounds and was pleased to see that his body was already mending. He estimated the damage would be healed in a few days, perhaps less if he let himself fall into hibernation.
He made his way slowly down the tunnel and kept his head cocked, listening for his partners. He could hear them ahead of him, murmuring. They kept their conversation quiet, almost like they were afraid to speak up for fear it would make their concerns manifest.
By the time he reached the mouth of the cave and paused at the slope of the obsidian sphere, he could hear them clearly.
“— to be fine,” Harper insisted. “He’s too damned stubborn to let the heavens turn him from his course.”
“Tribulations are different for spirit beasts,” Talia said, speaking softly. “The heavens demand proof that we’re true to ourselves. But they also force us to prove we’re physically strong enough to survive our new power.”
“That’s true,” added Persephone. “Glaive…” The pain when she spoke that word, as well as the resulting pause, made Nemesis’ heart ache for her. “Glaive insisted that spirit beasts had it easier than cultivators. Something about not having to gain sufficient understanding of enlightenment.”
Nemesis paused at the opening, curious to listen to their conversation. He lowered himself onto his belly and cocked his head to catch more.
“That’s rubbish,” Kaia said with a contemptuous snort. “I know Nemmy and Talia have both had their own revelations about the universe. Just because spirit beasts don’t delve into philosophy the same way we do doesn’t mean they don’t gain enlightenment. You gain understanding through actions. Hell, most martial cultivators gain understanding the same way.”
“Like you,” teased Talia. There was a feminine squeal and he recognized the sound of a palm slapping down on Talia’s ass. Given it had been the gold dragon who squealed, he suspected that Kaia had ‘disciplined’ her dragon.
“But she’s right,” Min said. “Artax… had… his own concept of lightning. I once saw him spend a full day breathing electricity into the lake in an effort to grasp the flow better. He might not have been able to articulate what he was doing the way I could, but he was definitely seeking understanding of it.”
Much like Persephone, Min’s voice had broken in sadness when she spoke her fallen dragon’s name. Nemesis took a moment to close his eyes and give thanks that the golden-haired woman had survived her grief.
Those moments of sorrow also motivated him to move into the cave. He pushed himself over the edge and began to carefully pick his way down the obsidian. Given the state of his ribs, he was not interested in attempting to slide down the smooth black surface. In fact, he immediately realized he faced a truly horrible issue once his hoard came into view.
Ugh. If I lay on my treasure, the coins will get stuck in my wounds. That is… not ideal. 
His mood soured some, though he felt joy at the sight of his lovers seated in a circle on top of the pile. Persephone and Talia were in human form, and Talia was sitting on Kaia’s lap. He saw a crimson hand print on her hip and chuckled, suspicions confirmed. 
“Surely you all didn’t think I was going to die to a bit of bad weather, did you?” he called. 
He’d noticed that Harper had stopped speaking when he paused to eavesdrop. While he climbed down the obsidian, he had seen her starting to fidget. By the time he had spoken, she had already been staring fixedly in his direction. At the sound of his voice, she exploded into motion. Coins flew into the air, displaced by her movement.
Then she crashed into his neck hard enough to shove his head back. Nemesis let out a grunt at the pressure of her embrace. If her arms had been longer, she might have succeeded in strangling him with her hug. 
A few seconds later, he was hit by four more impacts. Persephone actually caused his entire body to slide backward and up the slope of the globe. Min was hanging from one of his horns, and Talia had somehow squished herself along the scales of his eye ridge. Her head was now just below his crimson eye; Kaia was wrapped around one of his forelegs; Persephone had simply planted herself face first into the dense scales over his heart.
Nobody spoke for several seconds, then Nemesis cleared his throat.
“I need a clear space to lie down. My wounds are g—”
The women began moving before he had a chance to finish his explanation. Somehow, Persephone lifted him into the air. How she balanced his entire body on her hands, he had no idea, at least not until he saw the platform of light expanding out from her palms to cradle his stomach. 
Min ran down his back and slid to a stop near his ribs. Wood and water mana flowed into him. It felt like she was dumping her entire core into the technique, yet before he could stop her Harper was there. His first rider pulled Min up and gave her shoulder a bit of a shake. “Easy, he’s not going to die.”
Min looked like she wanted to protest, though Nemesis interjected. “I’ll be okay. The lightning burned deep in a few places, but it’s already healing. No need to exhaust yourself. Heaven’s wounds take time to heal.”
Kaia and Talia had chosen more pragmatic courses of action. Talia had leaped off him and assumed her true form. She used her own body like a broom to sweep the coins away from the lowest point in the globe and clear a space for him.
Kaia had begun drawing talisman papers from somewhere and slapping them around the huge cavern. However, she’d only gotten two up before she stopped and examined the wall more carefully. “Persephone, do these stones have a mana-condensing formation imbued into them?”
Nemesis let out a grunt when the silver dragon suddenly vanished out from under him. He’d expected to slam into the ground but underestimated her mana control. Persephone’s cradle lowered him gently to the floor, and then slid him up against Talia.
While Persephone and Kaia began whispering about the formation configurations hidden inside the obsidian, Nemesis draped his neck over Talia’s back and rested his head on her warm spine. 
Min and Harper, still on his back, walked up his spine until they were resting on top of his head. He felt their hands rubbing the heavy scales that protected his left eye. “You okay, Nemmy?” Harper asked in a soft voice.
“We were worried,” Min added.
Nemesis used his telekinetics to caress both of them. He sensed the way their robes shifted under the stroke of his mind, but he resisted the temptation to do anything more strenuous… for the moment.
“I’m alright. The sloth had a lot of power but was as dumb as a stump. The heavens then tried to flatten me but lacked the strength to do so. The pain is manageable. I’ll be fine after a few days’ sleep… and a solid meal.”
That reminded him that the remains of the sloth were contained in the ring looped around his clawed finger. He summoned it out and snorted at the harsh stink immediately coming off the thing. “Ugh. I didn’t realize how bad it smelled out in the forest.”
Despite that, he began to feast. Talia snatched a few bites for herself, but she seemed content to remain curled against him. Min showed no inclination to go anywhere. She had drawn a bristle brush from somewhere and begun cleaning the spaces between his scales.
To his surprise, Harper, then Kaia, and finally Persephone all joined in. 
Once his stomach was full, he fell asleep to the delightful sensation of his lovers cleaning his frame. 






  
  Chapter Forty


When Nemesis woke, his wounds were healed.  Why is the mana in this chamber so thick? he wondered briefly, then the events of his tribulation came rushing back. He felt the mana swirling around himself, which meant he wasn’t surprised when he opened his eyes to see the others cultivating. 
There were glowing points, like constellations, all over the obsidian sphere, and it was clear they were designed to condense the mana around the occupants. The fact those illuminated scripts were baked into the walls of the chamber—a chamber which grew more powerful the more mana it was exposed to—reminded Nemesis that it had been created for a truly powerful spirit beast.
And now… I have joined their ranks. Most wild dragons don’t reach A-rank until they’re hundreds of years old, if ever. They ruin their core with impurities by consuming everything they encounter, cutting off their path to advance with corrupt foundations. Or they simply never grasp a higher idea and fail to manifest their soul. 
He shifted slightly, adjusting his wings along his back. Persephone let out a whistling sound, almost a snore, and curled tighter to his side. Talia, meanwhile, rolled to open a bit of space between them while adjusting her own wings. 
Given the circumstances of my birth… weak, ignorant, and in a cavern with a dead mother… would I have even made it past being a hatchling? Likely hunger would have driven me to try feeding on my mother’s corpse and I’d have died immediately. 
A soft snort escaped his nostrils when he considered the ignominious end that might have marked his fleeting existence. The realization that those poachers might have saved his life before setting him on his path to advancement did nothing to inspire gratitude within him. He had no kind thoughts for those men, even when his eyes fell on Harper, quietly breathing in meditation.
I’m glad they’re dead, he decided. For Harper, yes, I feel gratitude. But those two-leggers did nothing to help me. Anything I received to put me on this course was purely accidental, and they’d have denied me if they could have. They’re no better than the imperials who breed dragons down to dimwitted beasts of war. I’ll save my gratitude for those who helped me because they chose to, not by mistake.
He was tempted to reach out and stroke Harper’s cheek. Choosing not to interrupt her meditation, Nemesis considered his position. With Persephone half coiled around him and Talia forming a barrier on one side, he was fairly pinned. 
He carefully tried to wrap Persephone in his telekinesis and felt a vague sense of surprise when he could lift her. She was far slimmer than he was, though her weight wasn’t insignificant. The increase to his psionic power was something he’d have to test. For now, however, he adjusted her until she was draped around Talia. 
Then he shrank into his elven form. Running his hands over his body, he found no changes. He wasn’t sure why he’d expected there to be. He closed his eyes and went through a series of stretches to get an idea of his new limitations.
As a whole, he felt like he could punch his way through a mountain.
Perhaps he could.
Nemesis sighed when he realized how much damage his saddle had taken in the fight with the sloth, then the tribulation. Transformed into the robes it hung on his body like tattered silk rags. He idly lifted a scrap with one hand, then let it drop. 
What is it about this sect that seems determined to leave me naked? 
He sent his mind into Elder Song’s ring and found an entire wardrobe of clothing that radiated mana. He selected an underrobe of gold, then an outer robe of crimson. Once he’d belted them around his body, he carefully stored his broken clothing in the ring. 
He made a mental note to have the Gracewinds fix it up for him, if that were possible. Quietly, Nemesis lifted himself into the air and floated out of the cavern, barely sensing his own weight this time. He did notice those tiny particles that seemed to make up matter more. Now he could feel them in the air around him.
Nemesis wondered if those would also heat up if he agitated them to move rapidly. I’ll have to experiment with that later… For now… someone is calling me. Well, not a call, precisely, though that was how it registered to him. Someone was focused on him with all of their might, and their mind had just enough of a gift to cause a ripple in his mental sense.
It shocked him that he could sense it through the jamming formations, which led him to realize he couldn’t feel that blockage any longer. Unfurling his mental awareness for the first time in what felt like ages, Nemesis began picking up the glowing sparks of minds all around him.
The mountain seemed to come alive, like a thousand fires had been lit along the landscape. When he emerged from the cave mouth into the frigid wind, he oriented himself on the brightest flame. The one that was calling for him so fervently. 
Except, there were two. 
Now that he was fully free of the cave his focus was clearer—there were indeed two beings crying out to him. One felt like it had raw mental ability, the other was simply a focused, powerful mind.
He used his telekinesis and blasted down the slope of the mountain toward those minds. The wind hissed past his ears, but the only noise Nemesis made was the snapping of his robes in the breeze. He arrived at the sect’s city in a few minutes.
He set himself down on the outskirts and chose to walk in on his own bare feet. 
Cultivators paused when they saw him. He’d done nothing to hide his strength, so his aura was like waves of pressure flowing around him. He could sense what might become his domain within that sphere of mana. 
The humanoids, however, reacted by stepping back, then bowing. One by one, they all bent at the waist and lowered their heads. Some went so far as to kneel and put their foreheads to the stone. Nemesis walked through the crowd without a word. 
It didn’t take him long to reach the two minds calling out to him, and by the time he arrived he knew exactly who he was dealing with. 
“Alecto… are you trying to teach Joat to pray to me?” he asked with a hint of annoyance in his voice.
The blue-haired woman spun to face him. The movement was far too smooth to be awkward, and Nemesis was surprised how fluidly she’d managed to rise from her knees to turn about. Joat, meanwhile, toppled over and fell on her side with a thud and a sharp cry of shock.
Bowing, Alecto offered him a small smile. “Congratulations on reaching a higher rank, Patriarch. I had no doubt that your power would continue to rise.”
“Nemesis!” Joat slammed into him to wrap her arms around him. Then, she kicked him in the ankle. “Ow! That hurt. Why’d you do that?”
He blinked down at her. “You kicked me,” he pointed out.
Joat let out a huff. “You deserved it. You say you’re adopting me, then you leave me behind and go somewhere hidden for weeks! When are you going to teach me to be super powerful and take over a sect and stuff?”
“I did write you letters.” He looked at Alecto and she nodded in confirmation.
“I delivered them, Patriarch, as requested.”
Joat poked him in the stomach. “Letters aren’t the same! Besides, the other kids look at me weird now. All my meridians broke open and now I’m stronger than they are!”
All of them? 
Nemesis narrowed his eyes to get a better sense of the mana flowing through the girl’s body. He hadn’t intended to set her on the course of powerful cultivation when he’d given her the melon, yet he had. That was one reason he was taking responsibility for her.
He couldn’t truly gauge anything about her meridians, but he could feel the mana flowing smoothly through her body in a cycle. She didn’t seem to be actively cultivating, so she might not have a technique. The central flux of her power was also… underdeveloped. She definitely hadn’t formed any kind of core yet.
That had him looking back at Alecto.
“Are there advanced classes in cultivation she can take?” he asked. The general nodded, but before she could answer, Joat was poking him again.
“I’m right here! Don’t talk over me.”
Nemesis resisted the temptation to growl. He didn’t need to lower himself to her level to speak—the waif was nearly as tall as he was—but he did make an effort to meet her eyes. “You’re going to learn to cultivate properly. Alecto will get you into classes. If you can’t do that, you’ll never be able to take over a sect, or a kingdom. Alright?”
The girl considered that. She turned her eyes on Alecto, and Nemesis was amused to find a measure of disrespect in the girl’s emotions. Joat wasn’t awed by the tall warrior at all. She has a dragon’s pride, he mused. 
It wasn’t like that was any of his doing. He didn’t think he’d actually interacted with Joat enough to leave a mark on her personality. He reached out and ruffled the girl’s hair, and that seemed to cause her to relax. She resumed hugging him, without the assault this time. He draped an arm over her shoulders in return.
“Alright, I guess I can go to classes,” Joat conceded with a disgruntled tone that Nemesis found impressive. 
Alecto inclined her head. “Which courses do you think she should take?” she asked.
Nemesis glanced down at Joat, but she just stared up at him like she expected him to have an answer. He found himself wishing he had spent more time listening to Harper’s cultivation methods. But he’d gleaned a few things in his time with the Scaleguard.
“She’ll need to be taught two cultivation methods: one for meditation, and one for when she’s moving. Test her for mana affinities to see if any elements call to her. Then she’ll need some basic combat techniques. Set Po Ri to teaching her. Oh… and move her in with the Gracewinds. They’re a good family and the old man can provide wisdom to her. If anything happens to her…”
Nemesis let the threat trail off, yet his aura flared. Five phantom dragon heads unfurled over his body and seemed to hover above him. The plaza stilled as everyone nearby ceased moving to stare at the draconic shapes floating over him like the heads of a hydra.
Alecto stared up at his spirit made manifest and clapped a fist to her heart in salute. “It will be done, Patriarch. She will want for nothing.”
Joat, meanwhile, detached herself from his side and was spinning in an attempt to see every head at the same time. “You got more heads? What? That’s crazy! Can I do that? No, wait, that’d be gross. I don’t want to be a weird girl with too many heads. But on you it looks super cool! How are you doing that? Are they ghosts?”
Nemesis let his aura fade back, the moment shattered by her childish delight. He reached out and patted her on the head once more. “They’re part of me, so no, they’re not ghosts. They are an extension of my power. I am glad you like them. Now, I have a feeling that General Alecto has a ton of incredibly boring things to talk to me about. Do you want to hang around for that or go play?”
Joat pondered it for several minutes. The dragon was surprised at how much thought she put into it. Then she clasped her hands before her chest and gave him a tiny bow. “I will go play, thank you.”
She’d barely straightened before she spun and took off running. He could hear her giggling, and also felt how proud she was of herself. He turned his attention to Alecto and raised an eyebrow. “Am I right? Do you have a ton of boring things to talk to me about?”
The woman bowed at the waist to him. Her religious zeal still felt like heat radiating off of her, but now that he was stronger it wasn’t so overbearing. “The council could use your wisdom, Patriarch.”
Nemesis let out a sigh. “Alright, let’s go. All of you are mine now, so I suppose I should do what I can to take care of you… but I swear if I have to deal with any annoying politics I am going to eat whoever is causing problems,” he announced.
That he made sure to pitch in a voice that carried over the plaza like thunder.
The crowd resumed moving after that, quite quickly too.
Nemesis saw that Alecto had merely straightened and offered him an approving smile. “I would expect nothing less from you, Patriarch. Now, may I escort you to the council chambers?”
“Yeah… fine.”
Nemesis had no doubt that he would regret his agreement. He did, however, think it would make his lovers proud. It was that thought that preserved his sanity over the next several hours as one proposed decree after another was brought to his attention for approval.
Most of them he didn’t care about in the slightest, but a few had merit.
He realized it would be the first in a long, long line of meetings in his future. 
I wonder if I can convince the others to flee farther into the wilds with me? I’m sure it won’t be too hard to build our own fortress… and staff it with servants who… damn. No, I guess that would leave us right back in the mess we’re in now. 
He rested his chin on his palm and stared through the person rambling about spirit beast cultivation and the need to bring new species to the mountain. He actually agreed with the man—he simply didn’t know why it had taken an hour to explain the position.
But Nemesis did realize that this was the price he had to pay for the power he’d wanted. So he withheld his complaints, gave his opinions, and went back to his own thoughts. Those thoughts turned toward the empire, perhaps because he’d been contemplating going into the wilds.
Do they actually even care about us, or has it all been manipulation to get us to come to the sect? With Alecto’s devotion to my mother, I wouldn’t be shocked to discover that she’d rigged things to push us in this direction. I will have to learn what I can about the sect’s actual location, the empire’s disposition, and find out if Kolos is a genuine threat to me.
If he is… I’ll figure out how to kill him.






  
  Epilogue


Hundreds of miles away from the Order of Nightshade, a faint ripple of mana moved through the empire. A tiny hint of Nemesis and his tribulation passed along by the ambient mana. It was gathered by the imperial collectors and focused inward toward the capital.  
A plain-looking man with short brown hair and dark brown eyes looked up from the scroll he was reading. The man was sensitive to the particular energies he was tasting on the wind. He flexed his will and a bell chimed in the office outside his chambers a moment later.
“Your Grace?” asked the servant who stuck his head in through the door, responding to the emperor’s call.
“Have scouts begin moving to the southwest. Instruct them to start searching beyond the Obsidian Peaks. There is… something… out there. It may pose a threat to the empire.”
The servant bowed their head. “As you will, Your Grace.”
With the matter handled, the plain man went back to reading his scroll. 






  
  Afterword


The Rider’s Dragon shall continue in book 4. I’d like to thank everyone for reading it. It means a great deal to me that you’re joining me on this journey. I hope you continue to enjoy the adventures of Nemesis, Harper, and his other lovers. 
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  
Further works by Deacon Frost:
Avalar Explored: a complete LitRPG series set in a fantasy world. Watch a blacksmith rise in power as he struggled to adapt to his new form.
Fall to the Forest: a dungeon core standalone featuring a fae soul forced to build a dungeon on Earth as the fae arrive, heralding a system coming to Earth to end human civilization as they know it.
The Otherworld Academy: An isekai tale featuring Levi Walker, a college student from earth, being reborn and enrolled in a magical academy where he’s expected to become a powerful magi. Unfortunately for Levi, he’s been reincarnated as a Demon Lord.
Dragons & Damsels Anthology: an anthology of harem stories that contains a short story, Otherworld Vacation, which takes place between Raven House and Second Term, giving a glimpse of what Levi, Tawny, and Nox did at the start of their summer vacation.
Singularity Tower: a science fiction story about a prisoner forced to climb an ancient alien tower if he ever wishes to have enough power to be his own man. Gideon Pike is too stubborn to quit, and too tough to die. Join him while he climbs toward the top and more adventures than he’s prepared for. 
For something less spicy, consider my alternative pen name Somnus Quill and the short story: , a proto-harem barbarian story.
You can find me in the following places:
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 server for fans of Otherworld Academy, Avalar Explored, and Dungeons of Underhill. And for those who absolutely want to see more of the OC characters created for my series, you can come access my Patreon and gain exclusive looks at the love interests in all their glory. Feature sneak previews of characters and some NSFW variants that aren’t shown anywhere else.






  
  Other books you might enjoy


Dungeon Diving 101 – Bruce Sentar, a wonderful anime-inspired LitRPG. 
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. Look for 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.
Aycrishi Sodality – Phil Aerix, for monster girl lovers.
Magic Steamship Pirate Booty – Grady Sparks, if you love pirates, magic, treasure, and harems.
Elemental Empire – Peter North, for more fantasy-based isekai adventure with magic and monster girls. 
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