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          Nemesis: current rank, D0. Potential Rank, S0.  


          Breakdown of current ratings.


          Mental D3


          Lethality C8


          Defensive C9


          Physicality C9


          Magic —


          Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.


          Nemesis closed the display in frustration. It hadn’t changed, despite the beasts he’d killed, the cores he’d devoured. He hadn’t managed to break into C-rank. He should have, by every metric he should have… except he couldn’t find the right spirit beast to improve his Mental score further. 


          His rumble caused the scales along his throat to vibrate and disturbed a few birds, which promptly flew from the trees around him. The black dragon forced himself to calm as he carefully shifted to get his legs under him. His wings were pressed tightly to his sides, and the harness across his back was strapped securely in place. Harper, his partner, reached down to rub her hand along the thick plates covering the base of his neck.


          ‘Hey, keep cool. If we lose the element of surprise we might never find this beast again,’ she warned, using the telepathic bond he’d formed between them. 


          Nemesis swallowed his frustration and closed his crimson eyes. His breathing slowed as he forced himself to meditate for a few moments. Earlier, he’d wrapped his mind in layers of shielding to block any form of psychic scanning. If not for the soul-deep bond between himself and his rider, he wouldn’t have been able to speak with Harper silently at all.


          ‘I know. But we also know that capturing a monkey-king is almost impossible. This is a long shot… and my acid will destroy it if I hit it squarely,’ he replied. 


          The potency of his venom had grown significantly since his Lethality stat had achieved C-rank. His corrosive spray could melt its way through solid steel, and a few drops was all it took to kill a human. In truth, his venom had grown strong enough that the carcass of his kill could wind up completely dissolved if he misjudged the amount he spat. Twice he’d taken down a spirit beast that could have help his mind develop… and each time realized the core had been destroyed by his own corrosive power. 


          Tracking down a new target had taken weeks, and he only had two days left if he wanted to return to the outpost in time for Kaia’s birthday. While he wasn’t opposed to skipping the human celebration entirely… Harper and Min had made it clear it was an important event. 


          Humans and their sentimentality. Can’t they see that my rise in power is the greatest gift I could offer Kaia? By reaching C-rank I’d gain the ability to crush her enemies… all enemies. But no… they insist that I be there for cakes and… singing. 


          He blew a hot gust of air from his nostrils, and then froze. The disturbed leaves before him had parted to reveal a humanoid figure crouched at the base of a bamboo thicket. At first glance the figure looked human, tanned skin covering much of its body with white-furred bracers, greaves, pauldrons, and a long mane of white hair about its neck. Closer inspection revealed the truth: the fur wasn’t clothing, just the remnant of its fur covering. 


          The creature turned and Nemesis saw it was a male, male enough that Harper flushed with embarrassment. The monkey-king had crystal blue eyes, and it—he—held a glowing fruit in one hand. He chewed on the gourd-like natural treasure and scanned the wilderness for signs of danger. 


          Nemesis was hard to conceal, his body large and powerful. His midnight scales absorbed light and made the darkness around him thicker, yet a thirty-foot-long patch of black in the middle of a bamboo forest tended to stick out. Before he’d set out a few weeks prior, Kaia and Talia had crafted a few formation flags that were meant to direct the eye away from him, which Harper had carefully positioned around his body. The dragon held in his breath as he waited to see if the monkey-king would penetrate the C-rank formations. 


          When those clear eyes passed over him and the spirit beast resumed eating, Nemesis relaxed. Harper let out a tiny sigh, and he felt some of her tension ease.


          ‘Do you want to take in the monkey’s cock more, or shall we begin our hunt?’ he teased. The flush of returning embarrassment had him grinding his fangs to avoid laughing outright. She punched one of the scales on his neck.


          ‘Shut up, you lizard! It just caught me by surprise. I didn’t think it would be so small… especially compared to those big hairy balls.’


          Nemesis sent mental laughter through their bond, then carefully stretched out with his telekinetic powers. Harper opened the trunk built into his saddle and lifted the barrier that held their cargo secure. A month ago he’d had sharpened turtle shells to use as razor-edged projectiles in that trunk. While they’d been potent weapons against low D-rank beasts, they weren’t strong enough to cut into more powerful creatures. Many of them had ended up cracked and useless when he’d recovered them from the fight with the crocodile. 


          Min had suggested a change, so now his trunk was filled with soft padding and thinly sliced wood formed into small square containers. Each was stuffed with wool, and inside those slots rested globes of thin glass. Harper’s alchemical concoctions—in this instance, potions—were meant to put something to sleep. He wrapped his power around the delicate spheres and began lifting them into the air. 


          The trunk could only carry twenty of the globes, since the padding took up much of the room. Testing had shown that each potion could knock out a weak C-rank creature… though Harper warned that they weren’t as powerful when applied to the skin, as opposed to tricking something into drinking them. 


          The monkey-king they’d tracked was new to the area. A rare evolution of the spirit-age, the beasts were intelligent, but lazy and arrogant. When they reached the peak of their power they were capable of ruling huge stretches of wilderness. The tricksters were just as intelligent as humans… and were also cunning warriors. 


          This one’s aura had taken to disrupting the sentry formations they’d placed to warn them of the orcs. Over a half-dozen spirit talismans had arrived at the base to alert them of an invasion. It had taken the group days to realize the beast was intentionally setting off the formations. He seemed to find the inscribed flags fascinating, and he’d stolen half of them. 


          Nemesis had spent the last six days planning this ambush. The monkey-king had humiliated Artax and Min, and had then easily escaped the inferno Talia had triggered in an attempt to kill him. The beast had demonstrated the ability to create mental illusions of surpassing power, as well as duplicate himself. 


          Instead of confronting him directly, Nemesis had searched for natural treasures that might draw the beast to him, then settled in for an ambush. The serenity-melons had been difficult to spot among the bamboo, and Harper hadn’t been happy to leave them unharvested. She’d said the fruit would have done wonders to create purification potions… which was why the monkey-king would eventually seek them out. 


          Now, Nemesis carefully lifted twenty glass spheres into the air and moved them up above the monkey-king. The ape finished the first gourd and bent down to claim another. There were only five in the patch, and Harper had warned Nemesis if there wasn’t at least one left for her after the hunt, he’d be sleeping alone for a month.


          That threat barely flickered through his mind as he got the potions into position. A flex of his mind shattered the bottles and his control claimed dominion over the fluid within. The dragon sent it down as cloud of rain upon the monkey-king. 


          The spirit beast’s head had snapped up at the sound of glass breaking. Blue eyes shot open wide as he saw the rain falling. Nemesis watched as he grasped one of the bamboo stalks and kicked the base to snap it free. The monkey-king spun the stalk like a staff and a gust pushed the falling fluid upward, trying to disperse it. 


          Nemesis refused to allow that to happen, and his mental grip was indomitable. The droplets broke apart and grew smaller while he forced them to fall faster, narrowing the cone around the monkey-king. 


          The primate let out a screech of rage and spun the bamboo stalk down to slam it into the ground. A half-dozen more monkey-kings sprang into existence around the original and they began jumping back and forth, swapping places. Nemesis ignored that, focusing on covering the entire area with potion.


          Harper, meanwhile, had thrown the first of her javelins. The shaft of wood vibrated as she infused her metal mana into it. The inscriptions Talia had crafted powered up while the weapon was in flight. By the time it reached the monkey-king, the javelin’s charge was active. The bamboo spun and effortlessly struck the javelin aside—which set off the inscription within.


          Exploding, the javelin sent splinters of wood and iron through the bamboo clearing. The spray of shrapnel was too weak to do any lasting harm… but was perfect for bursting the illusory monkeys dancing through the stalks. 


          The real monkey-king arrogantly spun his staff as he turned to face Harper. The concealment around them had broken the moment their target had realized there was an enemy about. His eyes pierced their defense, spotting them effortlessly. 


          Which gave Nemesis a perfect view of his face when the monkey-king saw he was up against a dragon.


          Shock, alarm, confusion—his arrogance vanished in the face of a true predator. 


          Screaming, the monkey-king spun his staff to deflect Harper’s second javelin. The spirit beast worked to conjure new illusions, yet the second of distraction had caused him to make a misstep. He’d forgotten about the rain.


          Nemesis showered him and the three clones he’d created in enough potion to knock out four weak C-rank beasts. The fluid that struck the illusions simply passed through and splashed across the bamboo, and the droplets that hit the monkey-king dyed his fur a bright green and slicked it to his skin. The ape staggered. His nostrils flared as he sucked in a breath in surprise, which simply drew the fumes deep into his lungs.


          Nemesis lunged.


          Racing forward, his jaws clapped shut where the monkey-king had been. The spirit beast had leaped and come down on the back of Nemesis’ head. His staff lashed out, the bamboo splintering as it struck hard scales. Nemesis, his eyes closed, twisted his neck to try and rake the inner edge of his horn across the agile primate. The monkey-king responded by running back along Nemesis’ skull toward his neck, clearly intended to run down the dragon’s back and escape—


          And then promptly slammed face first into Harper’s fist. When she drew her hand back, Nemesis saw metal had coated her body. She then snapped a kick out that caught the monkey-king in the jaw and sent him tumbling to the ground. 


          Nemesis, following instructions from Harper’s mind, stepped to the side and slammed one foreleg forward and down. His claw effortlessly punched through the monkey-king’s stomach and pinned the ape to the ground. Blood sprayed into the air… and then the beast faded from sight. 


          Nemesis lashed his tail around in an arc that shattered the trees he’d been hiding among. The debris caused the stumbling form of the monkey-king to reappear. The spirit beast’s eyes drooped—it was struggling to remain awake. His body fell to one side as he dodged a piece of trunk larger than his own body.


          Harper’s javelin speared through his thigh and nailed him in place. The steel head drove into a fallen tree, and while the monkey-king broke the shaft, Nemesis snapped his jaws shut around the beast’s head.


          The clop of his jaws closing echoed through the forest. 


          This time Nemesis felt the hot blood fountain up against his jaw, and he tasted the coppery fluid on his tongue before he rolled the head to the back of his mouth and swallowed. He curled his neck and scooped the body up between his fangs, flopped onto his stomach, and began chewing.


          “Wow, I really thought I’d punched him. Those illusions were strong,” Harper said. 


          She slid down his shoulder, and then hopped off his forearm onto the ground. His rider showed no squeamishness at the blood along his jaw as she planted a kiss on his muzzle. She winked at him, then drew out her harvesting tools and headed for the bamboo. 


          “Did any of the melons survive?” he asked. 


          His words came out a bit muffled, since he had to use his tongue keep an arm from falling out of his mouth. 


          “Don’t talk with your mouth full… and I think at least two of them did,” she said. 


          Nemesis enjoyed watching her crouch among the bamboo. Her leather armor molded tightly to her rear, and the muscle she’d continued to put on had filled out her slender frame. Harper was still petite, yet now she radiated a sleek sense of power that he found cute.


          She is fierce… for a humanoid, he mused. 


          She pulled a bundle of fibers from her belt and shook it out to reveal a mesh bag. Soon she had three gourds hanging from her hip. He didn’t blame her for looking pleased with herself… though pride turned to wariness when she came back with the broken remains of the last melon.


          “Eat this,” she insisted. 


          Nemesis squinted at the yellowish rind and its green flesh distrustfully. “Why?” he rumbled. He was stalling, not wanting to eat the fruit—the monkey-king had stepped on it. He had no desire to eat something an ape had stomped. He pointedly ignored the fact he’d literally just swallowed the same ape’s legs. 


          “Because it will purify the mana you’re absorbing, and probably increase the effectiveness of the core!”


          Nemesis let out a rumble that vibrated the land around him… yet he knew she was right.


          With a resigned sigh, Nemesis opened his jaws and let her place the chunks of melon on his tongue. The sickening sweetness clashed with the salty blood he’d been enjoying, and it was all he could do not to spit it out. Harper saw the flex of his jaw and smacked her hand onto the tip of his nose.


          “Swallow! Do it.”


          It took three tries before Nemesis managed to get the broken melon down; Harper stared expectantly at him the entire time. He forced himself to keep his jaw clamped firmly shut until she was satisfied the risk of regurgitation was gone. When she started rubbing her hands along his jawbone, he relaxed.


          ‘I hate eating fruit in my true form,’ he complained. Her expression was a mix of sympathy and amusement, the same emotions he felt pouring off her like a warm fire.


          “I know, but trust me, it really will improve your cultivation. You don’t want to risk missing C-rank, do you?”


          It was a point he couldn’t argue, so he chose to retain his dignity and remain silent. For some reason that increased her amusement. She began humming as she walked along his neck and then climbed his foreleg to mount his back. He twisted his neck to stare at her when she strapped herself into the saddle.


          “Come on, we have a birthday party to get to!” she said.


          Nemesis did his best not to roll his eyes as he turned his face to the sky and bunched the muscles in his legs. With a flex of his body, he hurled himself skyward. His wings snapped open and swept down, the gust flattening the bamboo stand and broken trees surrounding him.


          The dragon didn’t even notice the destruction while he flew away.


        


      


    


  



Nemesis had only been flying for about an hour when the cramping started. His muscles tensed, then pain caused his bones to tremble. His body spasmed, and his flapping faltered as the muscles that anchored his limbs locked for a moment. Harper made a concerned noise, clinging tighter to the straps.   
“What’s going on?” she yelled.
‘Wretched melons!’ Nemesis snarled across their bond, then he dove.
His stomach began to gurgle and Nemesis felt the urge to vomit tickle his throat. He locked his jaw, not wanting to lose the meal he’d eaten. The power in his stomach thrummed, subtle pulses of energy that radiated out from his belly. His long practice at containing the power in his body was threatened by the growing need to purge.
He set down on a grassy plain, just past the outer edge of the forest. Small trees, tall grasses, and the occasional boulder marked the terrain, though none of it came higher than his shoulder. He hit the ground so hard his body slid and he crushed a tree beneath him before he skidded to a stop.
An annoying scratching dragged against his stomach as something clawed at him from beneath. Nemesis let out a threatening rumble, dropping his body weight repeatedly to smash the tree and whatever had been living in it. He had no idea what it was, but the scraping stopped.
Harper was unhooking her straps as fast as she could. “Are you okay?” she asked. The concern in her voice was palpable, yet Nemesis found himself struggling to accept it.
“No, I’m no—” His reply was interrupted by a torrent of black sludge bursting from his throat. His long neck arched as he aimed his muzzle to send the impurities as far away as possible. Panic that the corpse of the monkey-king had been lost flared, though he calmed after a moment—it was still throbbing inside his stomach.
Harper jumped off his shoulder, and then backed as far away from him as she could. A dull patina covered his scales, like a lizard shedding its skin. Nemesis’ body hunched as more inside him sought release. 
What followed was hours of misery. 
Nemesis wept scum, his eyes ejecting elements that hindered them. He coughed clouds of silt as his lungs ejected earth mana. His scales flaked as they strengthened, the rejected mana types crumbling before falling from his body. 
By the time it was finished the ground around him was dead. Toxic impurities soaked into the soil and killed the grass. His thrashing had reduced the tree to splinters. On top of that, the smell was atrocious. He saw that Harper had donned her alchemical mask. She stared at him through the avian beak, and when he squinted at her, she shrugged.
“I didn’t know it was going to be that bad,” she said.
He carefully stepped away from the befouled spot, trying to get as little on his claws as he could. He kept his wings folded against his side and rolled several times in the grass to try and clean off his large frame.
“That was disgusting,” he grumbled. “We’ve lost a quarter day’s travel… and I desperately need a bath.”
Harper snapped her fingers. “I can help. Close your eyes.”
Nemesis might have been disgruntled by how terribly unpleasant the purification had been, but that hadn’t diminished his trust in his partner. He obediently closed his eyes… then felt grains of sand begin hitting his body. A wordless invitation extended from Harper, and when he accepted, he could see through her eyes.
She spun and called up the earth mana within herself. Harper directed the dust, the dirt, and the soil into the air, then sent it flying at him. The tiny particles scoured across his scales and carried away everything. During it, he cautiously extended his wings and found the miniature dust storm wasn’t strong enough to tear his membranes. 
Harper was exhausted when she finished, so Nemesis used a foreleg to lift her up to the saddle. 
“Thank you,” he said in a quiet tone. He kept his gaze on her as she strapped herself in. “I still need a bath, but that’s much better. You rest now, and I’ll wake you when we reach a suitable lake.”
She nodded, then let her body slump against the straps so she could get some sleep. 
Nemesis studied the saddle. The enchantments were doing their job, and it was growing with his body as he gained in size. Instead of straddling his back, the leather now molded upward to form a bench for her to sit on. 
He turned his attention away from Harper, now that he knew she was secure. With a brief jog forward, he gained the momentum he needed to launch his body into the sky. Powerful wingbeats lifted him higher, and he was immediately glad the wind carried away the lingering stench.  
I do feel stronger, he admitted to himself. There was a smoothness in his movements that hadn’t been there before. He could tell his vision had improved, and all of his other senses felt heightened as well. Still, the humiliation of hours of vomiting and other unpleasant bodily functions had stung his pride. The idea that I can’t cultivate my own strength without accumulating impurities is galling. There must be a way to do it more efficiently. The humanoids can’t be the only ones with a method to smooth their growth. 
He knew that the alchemical potions used by most of the humanoids wouldn’t work on him. His physiology was too different. Harper had a few recipes that worked on dragons, but those were exclusively healing tonics. He’d long suspected the Empire discouraged research into draconic alchemy as part of their desire to keep their servants’ might manageable. Persephone’s cautionary warnings to keep his strength hidden rang in his ears. 
If he grew too fast, Kolos might seek him out to eliminate a rising threat. 
The true irritation was that the only way to avoid being destroyed by a dragon like Kolos was to grow strong enough to fight him to a standstill. Given the dragon had achieved peak S-rank… that was likely a suicidal goal.
Which I will achieve. Hunt. Kill. Dominate. Persephone gave me those words. Whether she is a follower of Nightshade or not, I don’t care. They are fitting words for a dragon. They are fitting words for me!
He returned his focus to the flight, taking care to keep his mental awareness spread wide. Their constant patrols should have ensured the area closer to the base remained free of powerful spirit beasts… yet they were currently still in the wilds. The monkey-king was a perfect example of how new creatures were drawn to the vacuum. They sensed the void of power and moved to claim the territory. 
Nemesis let his lips peel up to reveal his fangs in a draconic smile. The wild spirit beasts might not realize that dragons were responsible for the lack of competition… but they all discovered it when they became prey. It tickled him to think of how many creatures had wandered in only to serve themselves up as food through in their quest for power.
The sun began lowering toward the horizon and Nemesis sensed Harper settle more deeply into sleep. He assessed his body, feeling the new strength in his muscles. He chose to continue flying through the night to regain some of the ground they’d lost. He enjoyed how the power of his digesting foe complemented the warmth that built up in his flesh with each flap of his wings.
The night air ran cool over his scales, and he enjoyed the chill. His eyes had no issues with the darkness, and as he took in the play of shadows over the land, Nemesis was struck by something. This is my domain, the night sky… He felt it in his bones, a sensation which grew more intense when he curved around a mountain peak to find a large lake spreading out beneath him. 
Stars reflected across water so clear it appeared as an obsidian mirror, and his form vanished amidst the darkness. Fascinated, Nemesis turned a lazy circle and used his keen eyes to pick out which stars his shape blotted out. He had no shape on the mirror. He was an absence. Visible only as a presence that stole light from the reflection. 
Nemesis wrapped himself in his mental barriers until was giving away no sign on his consciousness. His ability to see mana showed the tinges of metal and earth that escaped Harper whenever she exhaled… but his scales, empowered by his meditation techniques, contained his own mana. Yet each breath drew ambient mana in through his nostrils. Power built up within him as he withheld his mana from the world.
He instinctively understood that dragons with magical energies would struggle with this, their essence actively seeking to influence the world around them. Artax sparked and crackled on occasion with lightning… and Talia radiated a heat that shimmered on the air. 
Yet he gave away nothing. 
This is the power of the psychic dragon, he realized. Like a ghost, I can drift through their world and leave almost no traces. In the darkness, I am just another shadow. In the air, I am a king… and beneath the waters, I am death. 
Something about those thoughts resonated within him, creating a deeper concept that he hadn’t quite managed to place his talon upon. His soul tolled like a bell, a powerful echo of the world around him. Strength flowed into his body and his wings faltered as his nature suddenly shifted in a fundamental way. 
The power coursed through his bond with Harper, who jerked awake with a startled cry. It touched her, like a finger running around the outside of her soul. He sensed the moment she let it in and began frantically cultivating. He dropped into a dive, then came down upon the stones of the mountain. 
The lake water lapped at the shore. Nemesis waited for Harper to leap off his back and move among the rocks to resume her meditations. He used his mind to shuck his saddle and left it in a heap behind him before sliding into the lake.
Cold water wrapped around him, filling his lungs. Nemesis swept his tail from side to side as he dove deeper. The waters lacked light, an ocean of black around him. The nearby fish bolted away to avoid his presence. Underwater plants were displaced as he hit the muddy bottom and curled into a ball.
Energies swirled around the dragon as he sought to retain as much of his moment of spiritual understanding as he could. The pressure on his scales rose while he struggled not to let his energies slip. It grew worse when the body of the monkey-king broke down and its core became accessible. 
The surge of mental energies that exploded into his body was like an effervescent tide. His meditative state flexed with power attempting to push outward, then it all sucked into his core. His being rocked under a minor epiphany into the nature of darkness combining with the rush of power from his meal.
He dimly felt the spark of awareness in the lifeforms around him going out. One by one, the fish, the crabs, the myriad of living beings within the lake vanished. Their sparks were sucked into his being as he drank up their minds… and their essence.
It all swirled within his core like a storm. Then it vanished.
Nemesis floated in darkness. 
Then his heart beat with a thud that vibrated across his entire being. The next thump of his heart came with an awareness of his body. He felt different, cleansed in a way that had nothing to do with the melon he’d eaten. 
His core throbbed within his center, denser… but also shrunken. Now, it was a marble of unbreakable power. 
As he uncurled his body, he realized he had grown more streamlined, or at least, his proportions felt slimmer. He was still thickly built across his back, and when he flapped his wings to lift himself through the water, he saw they remained wide and long. He twisted his head to look down his body and saw his torso had grown longer between his fore and back hips. That was the change he’d sensed.
Dead fish floated on the surface of the water. So Nemesis snapped a few up in his jaws and swallowed them down—the dragon was suddenly ravenous. His tail sent him slicing through the water as he consumed corpse after corpse. 
It was only when his stomach felt bloated that he swam to the shore and climbed back onto the mountainside. He followed his bond to Harper and saw mana swirling around her. Her cultivation continued, so he settled in to guard her. 
While he waited, he activated the crystal scale embedded in his chest to see how his scores had changed. 
Nemesis: current rank, C8. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental C9
Lethality C7
Defensive C8
Physicality C8
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
A gloating hiss escaped him. He hadn’t just broken into C-rank, he’d skipped past C9 entirely and jumped to C8. Pride swelled within him, and it was all he could do to maintain his mental silence. The desire to crow and boast to Harper was difficult to deny, and he caught himself grinding his claws into the mountain stone while just barely staving it off. 
His gaze turned on the lake and Nemesis narrowed his crimson eyes. He hadn’t eaten all the fish that had died, and he easily spotted several more bobbing on the water. It took effort to parse his experiences while meditating, but he managed to review the sensation of drawing the mental sparks into himself.
I stole their minds, he mused. I drank in the energies of their thoughts and reduced them to shells… unable to keep themselves alive. It could be a powerful technique for the future… if I can master it.
He craned his neck, looking for other living creatures on the mountainside. 
To his surprise, nothing approached Harper in an effort to empower themselves by stealing the mana released by her revelation. It took him several hours before he realized that the reason the creatures let her be was his own presence. 
At some point he’d stopped concealing his mana. C-rank dragon strength swirled on the air around Harper, a predatory aura proved to be more than sufficient in pushing away anything ambitious enough to approach.
With a snort, the dragon chided himself for his failure in concentration.
Then he curled around Harper to form a living barricade to guard her while he napped.





It was evening once more by the time Harper came out of her meditations. Her jubilation woke him from his nap and he nearly gagged at the smell rising off of her. She didn’t have a chance to even say a single word before he wrapped her in his mental energies and hurled her into the lake. 
The dragon shook himself as he climbed to his feet and stalked away from the spot she’d drenched in her impurities. He dunked his muzzle in the lake and drank some of the water to clear his throat, then he took a minute to clear his nostrils by breathing underwater.
When he pulled his head out of the lake he saw Harper scowling at him from the shore.
“What? You were filthy,” he said. 
She threw a rock the size of her torso at him, which he caught and lowered at his side. His fangs revealed, he let a dark chuckle roll off his tongue. She rolled her eyes at him and strode in his direction as he flexed his wings, pretending he was about to fly away.
“You smelled just as bad,” she reminded him.
“And you gave me a dust bath, remember? I returned the favor… in a more traditional fashion.”
Harper opened her mouth, paused, then began to speak again, only to stop. Finally, she threw up her hands and pointed to the spot he’d abandoned his saddle. “Fine, I’ll give you that. But don’t expect me to dress you.”
He blew a gust of hot air across her as he leaned down to rub his muzzle against her side. “No, more often you’re undressing me,” he teased. Stepping past her, Nemesis made his way to the fallen saddle and inspected it for damage. 
The hardened leather had survived falling to the ground, and his examination revealed no damage to the various straps and buckles. Lifting the saddle onto his back was simple… and he was surprised to find he could manipulate all the straps and buckles simultaneously with little effort. When the saddle was secure, he turned to see if Harper was ready.
His lover had taken her hair out of its thick braid and was currently brushing through it with an ivory comb. The half-elf blushed when he sent a burst of affection over their connection. She offered him a smile as she made her way to him. The sway in her hips was tempting, and just as he opened his jaws to make an offer, she poked the tip of his nose.
“Nope. We’re late. Kaia won’t hold a moment of enlightenment against us, but Talia won’t let us live it down if she catches even the slightest scent of sex when we arrive. You’ll just have to wait until after the party.”
Nemesis resisted the urge to grumble as his partner climbed onto his back and took her place. Once she was strapped in, he hurled himself into the air and began to fly as fast as he could manage. Harper let out a yelp as he gained more speed than ever before.
‘You may want to review my growth,’ he suggested via their bond. 
Her squeal of pleasure warmed his heart. 
‘You’ve hit C-rank and jumped to C8! Nemesis, that’s amazing. Was it the monkey-king, or whatever you touched on? Hey, what did you consider that caused that swell of understanding?’ Harper asked. ‘Wait, you’re bigger… and leaner!’ 
She didn’t have to slap his scales repeatedly to ensure he could hear her, but he couldn’t fault her excitement, he’d even forgiven her for the fact it had taken her so long to realize his body had changed… She’d had quite a bit of water in her eyes, after all. 
‘I was contemplating the darkness of the night, the way my shadow caused the stars to disappear, the silence in the world… and the fact that darkness consumes. It gives nothing back, absorbing all that reaches it. I believe I touched on a concept. It is hard to explain, though. Vague and still unformed. I will have to contemplate it more,’ he explained.
Harper was silent, though he could feel her mind turning over what he’d said. He didn’t rush her, instead choosing to focus on his flight toward their outpost. His stronger body made the flight easier, so he allowed himself to lazily weave between some of the tallest peaks. 
After some time, his partner fell quietly to sleep.
The mountains in this area reached heights that baffled him. There were towering peaks with sharp inclines that seemed far too thin to support how high they grew… and yet the mix of earth and air mana was almost nonexistent. If he glided close to the surface of the mountain, the dense aura of the earth felt insurmountable, yet even a few dozen feet off the ground there were no traces of it. 
Why do the mountains contain their mana so fully while the volcanos spew their mixed energies all around them? he wondered. 
Nemesis was aware that his inability to manipulate magical energies meant there were facets of mana that he failed to perceive. The mental energies he’d devoured from the creatures of the lake had been connected to their life force, yet he hadn’t stolen the mana of their minds. Such mana rarely manifested, unless a creature specialized in mental powers—like the monkey-king, for instance. 
If a creature were to somehow devour his core, they would receive a highly charged dose of the rare mana, yet that wasn’t the force he actually wielded when he moved something telekinetically. Those who inscribed formations to protect from mental attacks—they directed mental mana, yet he didn’t. 
Nemesis growled in annoyance at the confusing division of powers and energies. 
A crack sounded in the quiet air and his head snapped to the left to look for the source. His keen eyes detected a break in the stone face of a nearby peak. Rocks dislodged as something pushed its way out from within the mountain. Nemesis banked to turn in that direction, hoping to inspect the strange phenomenon. 
What greeted his eyes was a strange sight: a clawed leg scraping the mountain from within. Boulders dislodged and began to fall, bouncing as they dropped and slammed into the mountainside. More of the limb pushed free, and Nemesis realized there were scales coating the appendage. 
Flapping, he maintained a position where he could watch as the strange beast forced its way free of its stony prison. What is this thing? The claws aren’t meant for burrowing… and the scales don’t look natural.
A second arm ripped out of the stone and joined the first. Together, they managed to split the rock even wider, allowing the creature’s head to emerge. A ring of flames hovered above its head, and Nemesis saw atrophied wings compressed against the monster’s back. 
When it lifted its head toward the sky, he finally grasped what it was… or at least what it had been.
He was looking at a bat. 
The ‘arms’ it was using to tear itself free of the stone grew from its chest, while its wings were shriveled along its back. The legs it balanced on had long-taloned toes, and it struggled to walk upright on them. 
A sense of power radiated off the creature, one that grew the longer it stared at the night sky. Nemesis watched as air mana was drawn toward the creature. The new mana swirled around its wings and it began healing its atrophied wings at an incredible rate.
It would be able to take flight in moments.
At least, it would have been able to take flight in moments, had Nemesis not spat a thin stream of acid with pinpoint accuracy. The corrosive venom hissed when it struck the beast’s thigh. Smoke flared from its flesh as it tried to use fire mana to cleanse the wound… which failed.
The strange spirit beast toppled back onto the mountainside, and the dragon scooped it up in his claws. The encounter had gone so smoothly Harper hadn’t even awoken. He chuckled to himself, feeling smug as he resumed his flight toward the base. 
Nemesis made sure to mark their map, denoting the mountain for later investigation. He’d never seen a creature mutate the way this one had. Fire, air, earth… and possibly darkness mana all warped into a single being. The ring of fire in particular had struck him as off. He’d never seen a spirit beast manifest a halo like that without actively using a power, yet the bat hadn’t been wielding its fire mana at all. 
Well, not until he’d poisoned it.
The rest of the trip went smoothly, and he enjoyed the sight of their outpost when he passed over the mountain and brought the deep lake into view. He noticed that the stone walls had been enlarged again, now taller than he could reach if he forced himself up onto his hind legs. The towers were more prominent as well. 
To his surprise, a second row of walls had been erected farther out. Some of the lake water had been diverted to form a moat around the second wall. The space in between the two barriers had been sectioned into rectangles… foundations for barracks, he suspected.
Did they receive a message from the legion? I thought Jaden’s troops were responsible for their own encampment when they arrived. We certainly have no need for barracks; there’s only six of us… and half of us live in caves.
Nemesis took a moment to glide a full circle around the outpost. 
Kaia and Talia must have gotten a large number of earth cores to power their formations. That’s the only explanation. 
He’d only been gone a week, and all of the workshops had been improved during that time The added walls, reinforced fortifications, the new towers—none of it could have been done so fast on ambient mana alone. 
All of that was forgotten the moment he spotted the intruder. A slim brown shape was perched atop one of the watchtowers. The beast was half-again the size of a horse and had wings folded along its back. The head resembled a golden eagle, the body a tawny lion, and everything about it made Nemesis crave its destruction. 
The creature turned its head to stare at him with golden eyes, then let out a piercing scream. His wings tucked against his side; Nemesis started a dive that would drive his body straight through the smaller spirit beast.
‘Nemesis, no!’ Harper shouted, her voice tearing across their bond.
The dragon flared his wings and killed his forward momentum. Powerful strokes of his wings kept him steady in the air. ‘It’s invading our outpost!’ he roared back. His vision tinged red, anger rising as he spotted several more of the beasts lazing about the new construction.
‘They’re the gryphon riders, remember? Our briefing said the legion would send gryphons ahead… These must be the mounts. Search for the riders.’ 
Nemesis inhaled deeply, and then blew the air out through his nostrils. He opened his mind and searched for intelligence. To his surprise, the gryphons were quite smart. Not as smart as dragons, though, that was a given. He’d yet to meet anyone he’d classify as smart as himself, besides maybe Persephone. 
His senses scanned the workshops, then the tavern, which was where he found the riders. Kaia’s mental spark was easy to recognize, and Min’s as well.
The fact they were surrounded by a half-dozen strangers didn’t sit well with him. He reported his findings to Harper, who requested he pass over the tavern. He curved his flight downward and spiraled over their outpost. When the tavern was directly below, Harper leaped from the saddle and tossed her elven blade into the air. To his surprise, she lightly stepped upon the blade and seemed to glided in a smooth spiral until she reached the ground. 
His keen eyes spotted sweat beading her forehead, and he suspected the flashy move had demanded a great deal from her.
He let out a frustrated grumble, then banked to land in a clear space inside the gate. He felt gryphon eyes on him, though he ignored them all as he transformed into his elf body. Carefully adjusting his black robes, Nemesis began walking toward the tavern. 
Any legionnaire stupid enough to give Harper trouble before he arrived wouldn’t live to regret it.
Nemesis entered the tavern and stopped to take in the soldiers. His conjured image of rowdy, disruptive humans was… somewhat flawed. First, four of the legionnaires were dwarves. The stocky men looked almost identical to him, though their hair had different colors. He mentally tagged them as Red, Blond, Brown, and Browner. 
The last two men looked to be some kind of mixed race, though he didn’t have a clue about their heritage. Human was a given—in his experience they’d breed with anything. The woman had grayish skin with small tusks, the man purple hair and an eyepatch. Those at least he wouldn’t have trouble telling apart.
For some reason, they’d gone dead silent the moment he stepped through the door. All of them were staring at him, as were Min and Kaia. For a second, Nemesis was tempted to check the front of his robes, though he knew they were fine. He tasted the emotions of the room and raised an eyebrow slightly in surprise.
The dwarves were nervous, his presence causing anxiety in their stolid hearts. The purple-haired man, a half-elf, he realized… radiated a cautious appraisal that marked him as intelligent. The woman, however… Nemesis blinked as he focused on her.
She was radiating a battle-lust that pulsed against his skin like the heat of a fire. She wanted to fight him, perhaps even kill him. His eyes narrowed as he met her gaze. She widened her own eyes in response, and her lips curled up in a feral smile. Nemesis watched as her hand drifted toward the hammer at her belt.
“Nemmy!” Min’s sudden squeal caused almost everyone in the room to jump. One dwarf actually dropped his tankard, spilling alcohol across the floor. The blonde rushed through the soldiers and wrapped him in a huge hug.
Nemesis grunted at the sudden contact. He tentatively rested a hand on Min’s hip. Reaching out with his mind, he spoke softly to her alone, ‘Must you hug me in front of the strange two-le—people?’ 
The warrior let out a laugh and ignored his protest. She then placed a soft kiss on his lips, ignoring the noises of disgust that came from one of the dwarves. “You advanced in rank!” she said. Her sparkling blue eyes stared into his. “I’m impressed. The hunt went well?”
Nemesis was treated to the disapproval radiating from the purple-haired man and his dwarven cohorts and it caused him to straighten up. He loosened his grip on his aura and allowed a hint of his nature to begin flooding the room.
“I did,” he said, “and it did. The monkey-king is where he belongs… in my stomach. I’ve advanced well into the next rank. But, I found a strange beast on the way here. Some kind of mutant that clawed its way out of a mountain peak. I was hoping you could take a look at it. I left it where I landed.”
“Well, then,” the purple-haired man said, jumping into the conversation. “Let’s see what you’ve found.”





Nemesis hadn’t particularly wanted the soldiers to come along, but they’d insisted. Apparently there was concern their gryphons might eat the bat corpse if it was left unattended long enough.  
His assurance he’d simply eat them if they took his prize had earned him scowls and an elbow to the stomach.
The overgrown pigeons hadn’t yet worked up the courage to touch his kill by the time he reached the corpse, though one had clearly moved closer. Nemesis made sure to meet the gaze of that gryphon. The large golden eyes stared into his for a moment, then the beast squawked and began to preen. 
He snorted and closed his eyes. Without the distraction of his sight, Nemesis expanded his mind and allow a deeper sense of who these newcomers were to reach his consciousness. He carefully avoided pushing into their minds, instead scooping anything they might be broadcasting into the world. The disadvantage of this technique was that he wasn’t familiar enough with them to place who was thinking what. What he did hear, however, tested his control.
‘…in some kind of relationship with a beast… disgusting’
‘Bet Dar would rail me so hard if I could defeat a dragon in hand-to-hand combat…’
‘I’d kill for a fresh-baked mutton pie, or some of my grandma’s stew’
‘… that blonde might look good with her lips around my…’
‘Nemesis has grown in power. That’s good. Jaden will hesitate to risk Cambus if it’s clear that Nemesis has reached a higher rank. I wonder if there’s a way I can push Artax over the edge too? He’s been stalled because his magical essence isn’t developing. Maybe I should ask for help?’
He was tempted to telekinetically lift the owner of the most judgmental voice and heave them over Lake Tarn, yet he managed to resist. Instead, he sent a tendril of thought to Min and brushed her mind. ‘You’re projecting. Why didn’t you mention Artax was having trouble in his advancement?’
The blonde curled her fingers around his and leaned against his shoulder. Min’s greater height offered a comfortable place to rest his head… which he mournfully didn’t partake of. Nestling his head in her cleavage while they walked might send the wrong message to the judgmental soldiers. Annoyed, he tightened the mental connection to ensure nothing slipped out. It was easy to do with Min, since she’d begun to develop her own mental abilities as they interacted.
‘Embarrassment I guess. My family abhors weakness, and they’ve always felt I would fail as a member of the Scaleguard. Glaive warned me that some dragons struggle. I had hoped I could compensate by ensuring Artax got plenty of cores, but he’s blocked at D8.’
A grunt escaped him at the news. D8 was very low for where Artax should have been, especially since the blue’s body had already reached C-rank. ‘His Lethality isn’t lagging behind?’ Nemesis asked.
‘No, it’s at C9 now. But his Mental score is stalled at D5. I’m starting to think some kind of impurity crept into his core somewhere.’
‘We might be able to fix that. Harper and I found a way to purify me after our fight with the monkey-king. You might have a hard time getting Artax to eat it, but I’ll ask Harper to split one of the melons between Artax and Talia. I ate what was left of the one the ape destroyed and it… wasn’t pleasant. After the foulness, however, my core and body felt much stronger.’
Her wordless response was joy, though her physical reaction was to twist him to face her and claim his mouth in a fiery kiss. As he’d never opened his eyes, Nemesis was caught by surprise. Her tongue invaded his mouth and the primal desire to pounce on what was his coursed through him as his hands curled around her hips.
A cough to one side, however, reminded the dragon that they had watchers.
Nemesis pulled away from Min and stared at the purple-haired figure. The man was glowering at him, so Nemesis glared back. 
“If you’re done,” he began, “the stone bat had a parasite of some kind. A flame fungus had colonized its brain. The mutation appears stable, though given it’s dead, we can’t really determine how effective a symbiosis. What can you tell us about its behavior?”
Nemesis regarded him for a moment, then gently lifted Min to the side so he had more room around his body. With his lover out of the way, he relaxed into his true form. Black scales spread to cover his body and his robes vanished as they transformed into the straps of his saddle. For a brief moment, just a few seconds, his nude form was on full display for the legionnaire. Then he fell onto all fours and his body finished returning to the perfection of a dragon.
His neck curled down as he kept his eyes on the man.
“Its wings were atrophied, though they began healing when it reached the open air. The beast tried to draw strength from the darkness, but it failed,” he rumbled.
The man had backed up a step at having Nemesis tower over him, though he tried to resume a dignified posture. “Do you know what caused the failure?”
Nemesis let out a laugh that caused the gryphons to screech in alarm. “Yes. I killed it.”
Lazily, the black dragon raised his foreleg and tapped the bat’s corpse with his claw. The tip of it dragged across the rotted stump of the beast’s knee. A few strands of poisoned meat fell free, causing one of the dwarves to retch. 
The half-orc woman and the purple-haired man were clearly more powerful than their dwarven lackeys; neither of them flinched… though the crazed desire to fight continued to pour off the tusked woman. 
She’s going to be annoying if she’s around much, he mused.
Harper finally broke away from where she’d been quietly speaking with Kaia. The pair had been talking in low tones ever since he’d arrived, but now she came to stand at his side. With his new growth she didn’t quite reach the top of his shoulder. Nemesis lowered his belly to the ground so he didn’t loom over her. 
“Perhaps some introductions are in order?” Harper proposed. She placed a palm over her heart. “I am Harper, rider of Nemesis.”
The purple-haired man turned to face her. “I am Lieutenant Dar. Behind me is Sergeant Cron, Corporal Kelvin, Privates Jan, Pol, and Ramic.” 
Nemesis noted that the tusked woman was the sergeant, but his attention had waned by the time Dar started introducing the dwarves. He’d already named them—he saw no reason to remember them any other way.
Dar droned on for some time, and it took Nemesis a moment to realize the man was criticizing his decision to kill the bat. The dragon’s head snapped around and focused once more upon the one-eyed man. A growl escaped the depths of his throat and caused the ground beneath their feet to vibrate.
‘You have a problem with my decision to ensure the safety of my sleeping rider while I worked to return to this outpost after defeating a threat to your legion?’ he asked. This time, Nemesis chose to use the power of his mind to force the words into everyone’s thoughts. To his surprise, the pressure caused one of the dwarves to faint, and Nemesis was amused to notice Cron flinch and grow pale.
“Nemesis!” Harper slapped his scaled leg. “Tone it down. I’m sure the lieutenant didn’t intend to insult your judgement.” Even while chastising him, her pointed stare made it clear that the man erred in his lecture topics.
Dar, however, didn’t seem inclined to apologize. Nemesis watched his throat bob as the man swallowed. Cron stepped to his side and put a hand on Dar’s shoulder. She leaned over to whisper into his ear, though the dragon could hear everything she said, despite her not seeming to realize it.
“Careful, Scaleguard is in charge of the outpost… and we don’t want the Commander to know we took so long getting here. Best to appease the beast fuckers until we know what their report will say,” she murmured.
Instead of giving away what he heard, Nemesis touched the minds of Harper, Min, and Kaia and quickly relayed the woman’s words. He wasn’t so foolish that he couldn’t understand the power of leverage, and any potential advantages they had when Jaden arrived should be maintained. 
Dar swallowed again and cleared his throat. The man shrugged off Cron’s hand and stared up at Nemesis. “Apologies, I was simply contemplating the potential value of studying a beast like this while it was still alive.”
Nemesis couldn’t resist letting the man sweat for several long moments before he turned his head away. The dragon stretched his wings and let a yawn open his jaws, doing his best to present a disinterested appearance. Harper smoothly stepped in and resumed the conversation while he allowed himself to zone out.
At some point Kaia took over the negotiations and Harper moved to speak with Min. Nemesis caught enough of the conversation to know that Min was asking to use one of the melons for Artax. Nemesis approved her attempt to solve Artax’ problem, which he expressed by using his telekinetic ability to caress up the inside of her thigh and flutter sensations across her most delicate nerves. 
The blonde warrior flushed and her blues eyes widened in shock. Nemesis enjoyed the mix of outrage and passion that sparked through Min’s emotions. He performed a similar caress on Harper, though her reaction was different—she immediately coughed, almost stumbling. The half-elf rested her hand on his tail.
‘Nemmy! I will beat you. I know you’re bored, and I would love to fuck your brains out in celebration of your increased rank, but we do have to handle these soldiers first. Maybe you could go on patrol?’ she sent. If he hadn’t heard the genuine regret in her mental voice, he might have felt snubbed. As it was, the longing in her heart was obvious.
The dragon let out a sigh. ‘Alright, I’ll do a quick look around the area… but I expect you and Min in my cave tonight… I’m going to make you both squeal,’ he promised. The touch he delivered to both of them had their eyes popping, and this time it was Min who stumbled. 
Nemesis covered their momentary lack of poise by spreading his wings and letting out a roar. All eyes instantly snapped to him as he pushed himself to his feet. He enjoyed the sensation of power as he bunched the muscles in his hips and threw himself into the air. His wings slammed down and the displaced air caused the legionnaires to brace themselves to avoid being toppled over entirely. The gryphons shrieked in outrage as their partners recovered their balance, yet Nemesis’ second roar silenced them.
The dim-witted beasts might be territorial and protective, but none of them were willing to challenge him.
He took a moment to circle the outpost several times, letting his shadow cover the group as he swept overhead, then he began flying in the direction opposite his lair. He would do a few simply flyovers before retreating to his home to meditate. 
Less than an hour later he was cursing his optimism as he glided over an orc warband moving in the direction of their outpost. 
When he wracked his brain in an attempt to figure out how they’d gotten so close, he could only conclude they’d managed to slip through the alarms while the monkey-king was disrupting the formations. He saw several small beings moving with them as well. His keen eyes gave him the details of the long-armed, bat-eared humanoids. The things were only waist high on the orcs, yet they were clearly related.
Goblins, I suppose. Harper did tell me that orcs began as another race before they started cultivating… but why bring their weakest brethren with them? 
That question answered itself when the unit reached one of the paths the dragons had collapsed. The goblins dove into the boulders like the stone was made of water. The small creatures swam through the rubble and came out the other side, then began scouting the fastest way to get their larger companions through. 
Nemesis kept himself high in the air to avoid detection as he began circling the group. He counted at least a hundred orcs, fifty ogres… and six of the ogre magi. Those six were the ones who crouched down to listen to the reports of the returning goblins… and they were the ones who began manipulating the stone to form a road for the warband. 
While he was fairly certain his venom had grown strong enough to kill an ogre magi, he knew he couldn’t yet take the entire group. He noticed that this time the orcs were armed with different weapons—crossbows with metal bolts. 
Do they know about us… or are they just armed with stronger weapons because they assume a powerful spirit beast killed their lost unit?
Nemesis reached for the thoughts of one of the orcs, then withdrew when his mind encountered a stolid, earthen shield. His training had familiarized him with various mana shields—he recognized a defensive talisman at work. Worse, he knew some of them alerted the wielder to intrusions.
Studying the orc, Nemesis didn’t see any sign the creature was aware of his attempt, yet the group’s behavior as a whole gnawed at him. The way they were waiting went beyond a momentary pause to let the ogre magi clear the trail. Numerous goblins kept looking back, like they expected someone to be following them.
Nemesis tipped his wings and changed course to fly back along the mountain path they’d taken. It didn’t take him long to find what the group was waiting for. A second force marched along the trail, this one accompanied by spirit beasts. 
Very, very large spirit beasts. 
Gray, wrinkled skin covered bodies that neared twenty feet in length. Using the orcs for perspective, Nemesis realized the new creatures were at least nine feet at the shoulders. Horns of burnished metal jutted from their heads, and their stump-like feet gleamed with metallic toenails. 
The metal coating their horns differed between animals. He saw copper, silver, and even one that gleamed like steel. The beasts shook rocks loose from the mountain as they moved, yet even the occasional boulder striking them didn’t shift the animals. They didn’t seem fast, though Nemesis knew better than to make an assumption like that regarding a spirit beast. 
Time to return to the others and report in, he decided.
The black dragon spun through the air and began flying as fast as he could back toward the outpost. He reached out for Harper with his mind, his goal to deliver his warning as soon as he was in range. He calculated the time it would take the orcs to arrive, based on the speed of their creatures, and the answer… wasn’t good.
As near as he could determine, in less than six hours the outpost would be under attack by an enemy force. 
This time, however, he and his allies were going to be prepared… and all of them had grown in strength since the orcs’ last visit.
Nemesis didn’t try to stop the feral growl that escaped between his fangs; he was looking forward to the battle.





There weren’t enough of them living at the outpost for it to be abuzz with activity when Nemesis arrived, though Talia and Artax in their draconic forms did lend an air of power to the place. Cultivating the numerous creatures from the volcanos had allowed Talia to grow, and while she hadn’t reached C-rank yet, she was drawing nearer. 
The gold dragon was now fifty feet from the tip of her nose to the spike on her tail. Her wings, a pair of frills on numerous finger-bones that extended from her side, spanned almost sixty feet across when she spread them. The bones continued down half her tail in length, and she moved by rippling the limbs… almost like a manta ray, a fish Nemesis had once seen served to Persephone. 
Artax, meanwhile, had reached nearly sixty-five feet, and his body was built along more traditional lines. Similar to Nemesis his wings were bat-like, though they were over a hundred feet when spread. The blue had long legs, much like a horse, and his scales were like cobalt shields that fully armored his body. His coloring had darkened recently, though the bone spike that emerged from the center of his skull remained a dark ivory. Nemesis found that odd, as the horns that curved back over his neck were silver, like metal. 
If the gryphons had been intimidated by Nemesis alone, they were practically cowering in the presence of all three dragons. Nemesis regarded them with amusement as he came in for his landing. The creatures might have seemed imposing to humanoids, but he was certain he could kill these six with little to no effort.
The black dragon put the new arrivals out of his mind as he stretched his thoughts toward his rider. ‘Harper, I’m back. Has it been decided how we’ll be handling this?’ he sent, sensing that she was conversing with the others. 
They weren’t in physical contact, but Harper had recently mastered the trick of pushing her thoughts up to where he could hear them. ‘Nemmy, can you form the battle link for our team? We don’t want to go over this more than we have to.’
He rolled his crimson eyes at her use of the nickname, then stretched a telepathic tether to the other dragons and their riders. Once he had everyone firmly connected, he responded: ‘We’re all in connection now.’
It was Kaia who began outlining the plan, her mental tone confident as she said, ‘The gryphon riders are sending one of their own to inform the approaching legion of the invasion, though apparently they’re still a minimum of two weeks away. They’re pushing for us to use them as scouts and ensure there aren’t other orcs about.’
‘Foolish,’ Talia said. ‘Their mounts aren’t powerful enough to survive a volley from the orcs, and while the gryphons are fast, the riders don’t share their steed’s enhanced vision.’
‘Agreed,’ Kaia resumed. ‘That is why you and I will do the scouting. With our magic, we can remain high and scout safely. We also have the magic to do significant damage if we find them in a vulnerable position. Min is going to coordinate the remaining gryphon riders into our defenses, while Harper is in overall command.’
Nemesis let out a pleased rumble that his rider would be in charge. It reflected well on his own power, and clearly showed they knew who the strongest team was. Artax, looking over at him, let out a snort. Nemesis stared into the blue’s eyes and the larger dragon ducked his head in acknowledgement of the black’s greater strength. Dominance established; Nemesis returned his attention to their planning.
‘The gryphon riders are all archers, though they have other skills as well,’ Min was saying. ‘I recommend stationing them in the watchtowers. Their mounts should be kept back so they can be used to retreat if we’re in danger of being overwhelmed.’
Artax let out a bugle of outrage at the idea they might have to run away. Nemesis found himself nodding along in agreement. The idea of running from a battle disgusted him. The gryphons shrieked in agitation at the blue dragon’s sound. They sprang up and flew in fast circles around the outpost, giving Nemesis his first glimpse of the animals in flight.
They are fast, he mused. Clearly an agile animal… I’d guess they were focused on air mana, though something else is definitely mixed in. The beasts had auas he found surprisingly hard to read. The pale streaks of air mana around their wings were easy to make out, yet the other colors were faded… possibly fire mana, though it looked the wrong shade to Nemesis.
Nemesis was tall enough that he could easily see what was going on within the outpost, thus he noticed when Dar emerged from the tavern. The purple-haired figure drew some object from his shirt and began blowing commands through it. The pipe released a number of different notes, and the sounds were clearly something the gryphons were trained to respond to. The entire flock dropped to land in the lanes around the tavern.
Conversation had paused while the scout dealt with his agitated mounts; once Dar went back inside, Nemesis felt emotions over his bond that hinted Harper was arguing. Whatever she was saying, she didn’t let it carry over the telepathic link, so he couldn’t eavesdrop. He considered shifting to his elven form and going to check for himself. 
Talia glanced in his direction and her eyes held a question, which she voiced a moment later. “Do you know what they’re saying?” The gold kept her volume down, making sure the conversation remained private. Artax leaned closer, smart enough to want to know the answer.
“Not without breaching their privacy,” Nemesis admitted. He contemplated his self-imposed rule… and whether it was the wisest policy. “Harper is annoyed. Having met the gryphon riders, I assume they’re either trying to take charge… or they’re complaining about how we upset their stupid birds.”
Artax released a blast of air and flashed his fangs in smug pride. Talia curved her long neck up and let out a trill of amusement. “It isn’t hard to upset the flighty things. They had a similar temper tantrum when Artax first landed. You’d think they’d be more used to the Scaleguard… aren’t we supposed to work with the legion regularly?”
Nemesis thought back over the training he’d received. “I believe so. We spent a lot of time learning how to attack fortifications and armies. The gryphon riders are… combat scouts, I believe is the term. I can’t imagine they don’t train to work with dragons.”
Artax wrinkled his muzzle. “Cowards,” he grunted. Speaking wasn’t his greatest skill, and Nemesis nodded in respect for his effort. Talia gave him an approving look as well, though she quickly turned her attention back to Nemesis.
“We should all protest if any of our riders suggest remaining on the ground,” she urged. “I don’t trust the newcomers, and our partners are far more fragile than they realize.”
“Agreed,” Nemesis said. He was loath to allow Harper to gallivant around the battleground without him to watch over her. He knew that Scaleguard cultivators were supposed to be powerful… but that didn’t make them dragons.
Artax simply nodded. 
‘Nemmy?’ Harper called, drawing his attention back to the telepathic conversation. When he acknowledged the question, she continued: ‘Do you think I have time to brew some potions before the orcs arrive?’
The black dragon turned his head to regard the position of the sun. He did some quick mental math, making a guess based on how fast the orcs had been marching. ‘Depends on how long they take to brew. I’d guess we’ve got less than five hours. If the first unit moves faster than the one with beasts, though, we might have less.’
‘Damn.’ Harper’s curse came sharp and Nemesis felt the frustration swell out of her. ‘I guess we’ll just load your trunk with the incendiaries I have left over. I had hoped to produce something that could challenge earth-based creatures.’
He sent a wordless burst of support and her emotions soothed as she resonated with his attempt at comforting her. Before they could talk further, he saw Kaia emerge from the tavern in full armor. The woman raced forward with her shield slung across her back and her sword jangling at her hip. Talia shifted to meet her, and then the pair were taking to the sky to search for any other orc groups approaching.
Min, also fully armored, came striding out of the building, though she called for him. ‘Nemesis, can you help me move some things from the armory?’
The black dragon shifted and carefully moved between the buildings. As long as he avoided swinging his tail, he wouldn’t break anything, though he wasn’t sure why Min wanted his assistance specifically. 
Reaching the building they stored weapons in, the dragon received his answer. Min was pulling out several new arbalests, much like the one bolted to Artax’ saddle. These, Nemesis noted, lacked the dual arms to fire a second bolt at the same time. They also didn’t seem inclined to stay up on their own, which led him to investigate the bases.
The pole supporting the siege bows had a spiked bottom, clearly unsuited to standing. He turned his eye to Min and found her staring at him… which was when he realized he’d missed whatever she’d just said.
“Can you help lift these to the tops of the watchtowers? They’re meant to slot into the stanchions on the walls.”
“Oooooh,” he said in surprise. Nemesis easily wrapped his mind around the weapons and lifted them into the air. 
Min pointed to several wrapped bundles of bolts, which he grabbed as well. Soon the blonde had a gaggle of artillery following her as she jogged toward the nearest watchtower. Artax met her there and used his head to lift her to the top. 
Nemesis levitated the equipment up and positioned it, following her guidance. The metal pole slid down into a hole drilled through the watchtower’s wall, and Min used a pair of wedges to lock it in place. She had him drop two of the bolt bundles, then they moved to the next watchtower. 
“I wish we had more of these,” Min muttered. They’d put arbalests in three of the towers before they’d run out of weapons and ammo. “Though we don’t really have the manpower to fire more.”
She turned to look at him, a curious expression on her face. Nemesis, growing used to the way her mind worked, shook his head. “I could fire them telekinetically, even position and reload them… but the bows don’t have eyes, so I’d have no real way to aim properly. Most of the bolts would be wasted.”
She slumped, then shrugged. “Oh well. It just a thought.”
Nemesis snorted and watched as she turned and slid down Artax’ neck to the saddle on his back. The chariot-style device was new, having been modified for his greater size. The forward wall held her arbalest, while a similar wall behind her mounted two smaller crossbows. Those had specially designed mounts to let her aim above the blue dragon, as well as down his back. Given Artax was a Mount and War dragon, the martial design made sense.
Considering the long-legged blue’s categorization, Nemesis found himself contemplating his own role as he waited for Harper to join him. 
I’m a Vizier and a Companion, yet they put me out here on the frontier. If I were a Magus it might make sense—the destructive power of spells can’t be denied. Psionics is more subtle, however, and I’m far better suited for spy work. True, my elven form isn’t perfect, but my eye color could easily be explained away as a bloodline…
His other irregularity wouldn’t be an issue, as he didn’t often strip in front of strangers. Anyone in a position to see him naked would likely end up dead, or in his bed… and he doubted they’d turn on him after that. 
Harper finally burst out of the tavern with the scouts behind her. Instead of coming to him, she raced to the alchemical workshop. Nemesis bit back a complaint and merely sighed as he turned his attention to the five strangers.
Dar, Cron, and two of the dwarves went to their gryphons and began unloading supplies. The last dwarf, Red, climbed aboard his steed and took off. While aloft, the dwarf did something with air mana and the pair streaked across the sky. Nemesis blinked, finding his opinion of gryphons raised… slightly. 
He’d expected the scouts to go to their towers; instead, he found them marching straight to him. The group came to a stop at his feet and stared up at him expectantly. Nemesis had no idea what they wanted, and all he read off their emotions was a kind of grim resolve.
“What?” he finally asked. The word came out harsher than he’d intended and Blond flinched. Dar grimaced, and Cron let out a burst of manic laughter. Nemesis was starting to think the tusked woman wasn’t right in the head.
“Do we have a chance?” Dar asked. Nemesis narrowed his eyes when one of the dwarves glanced back at his gryphon as though contemplating leaving.
The dragon leaned his head down until his face was just above their heads. He knew his pupils would be closing to thin slits as his eyes adjusted to staring at objects so close to the end of his nose. Harper had once told him it made his gaze look like pools of blood.
“If you’re not pathetically weak, of course you do. We defeated a force of a hundred orcs months ago with no warning or preparation. Their ogre magi are strong enough, for landbound mortals, and the orc’s bows can be dangerous, but almost all of them are earth cultivators. Focus on the shamans first and leave the mass slaughter to us.”
The us—dragons—he felt didn’t need to be explained. 
Lifting his head away from them, he was satisfied that their spines had been stiffened. The dragon didn’t feel inclined to spend any more time trying to give them courage. Stupid question to begin with. Of course there’s a chance. There’s always a chance if you’re willing to fight. The smart question would have been to ask if they were strong enough.
Nemesis turned his attention back to the shore of Lake Tarn. The peak that marked the orcs’ approach wasn’t one of the tallest from this angle, though he recognized the snowline. He relaxed his irises and willed his pupils to expand as he turned his gaze to the mountainside to see if he could spot the oncoming enemies. He saw nothing yet, but decided to keep watch all the same.
If they’d been smart enough to ask that question, I’d have told them no. From what I can tell, their cultivation is weak and the orcs will splatter them like bugs… but maybe I’m wrong.
Contemplating the foolishness of humanoids, the dragon couldn’t help but chuckle. 





Finally, Harper came to join him. 
He felt like he’d been pacing at the lakeshore for hours before she approached. Having time to kill had one benefit, he’d realized: he’d spent the time practicing his ability to detect the mind sparks of the life beneath the water.
Sensing them wasn’t the difficult part—tearing them free was. A hundred attempts had led to two successes by the time his rider reached him. He used telekinesis and drew the second fish to his waiting jaws as she loaded potions into the trunk on his back.
“Needed a snack?” she asked. He could sense amusement and stress in equal measure, and knew she was attempting to deflect her anxiety about the coming battle.
‘Practicing a new technique. It was something I did instinctively while I was advancing in rank… controlling it consciously is proving to be far more difficult,’ he replied, though he couldn’t stop a growl of annoyance from shaking the ground beneath his feet. 
She paused in the act of sliding a globe of red fluid into his trunk. ‘What kind of technique?’
Curiosity had driven back her anxiety. Nemesis let out a snort of smugness, proud that his growing power could so easily distract her from fear. 
‘While I was coalescing the energy of the monkey-king and experiencing my epiphany, I reached out and tore the minds from all the creatures of the lake. Without their minds… they died. Their bodies simply forgot how to remain alive. The power I absorbed boosted my development significantly. I believe that’s how I advanced to C8. I hope to master the technique so I can use it as an attack.’
His report caused a chill to run down her spine. Yet for all her obvious fear, Harper also showed she grasped the potential of such a skill. ‘That’s amazing! An attack like that could take down foes far more powerful, if they’re weak to mental abilities. And you’ve managed to do it intentionally?’
‘Twice, so far. There’s a component to the mind that is proving… slippery. I suspect it’s an energy type that I’m only ephemerally aware of. The hunger for this energy is present within me. I feel I could simply allow the hunger to take over and learn more, yet…’ 
Harper had resumed packing the potions into his case, though she paused when he trailed off. Her mind radiated concern. “What is it?” she asked aloud. After a moment she placed the last two bottles, and then set the lid in place with the securing straps.
‘I worry that if I allow the hunger free rein it would consume everything around me, friend and foe alike,’ he murmured. 
He gave her credit—she grasped the implications immediately. The chill he sensed spread, then he felt her resolve solidify. ‘Well, cultivation is not a safe path to walk, and true power has its risks. I think you should continue to practice. I trust you.’
Nemesis curled his neck to brush his muzzle against her as she rose and stepped into position on his saddle. She rubbed one of her hands against his dark scales, then placed her finger against the tip of his nose. “Boop,” she murmured.
Sadly, their moment was ruined by Talia’s voice over the mental link: ‘The orcs will emerge from the mountain path in less than half an hour. They used their goblins to create an underground pathway, so we didn’t see them coming sooner.’
Min tapped Artax on the neck and the blue raised his head to the sky. The dragon inhaled, and then released a bellow that shook the entire valley. The waters of the lake danced as they vibrated. Then the dragons took flight.
Nemesis pumped his wings hard and took his place at the lowest elevation in their formation. His acidic breath had the shortest reach—though the most fatal results—of the trio. Artax was above him, the huge blue sweeping in a tight circle before he curved toward the mountain Talia was spiraling around.
Artax’ secondary categorization as a War dragon was a perfect label, especially when the goblins charged out of the valley mouth and his lightning slammed into the ground underneath them. The bolt shattered and transformed into a web of sparking cables that jumped from creature to creature. The humanoids screamed and died, killed before they could grasp what had happened to them.
The electrical discharge chased the stragglers back into the valley, where Nemesis heard orcs letting out pained cries. Then Talia’s first spell dropped between the walls of their path and they were left burning. The eruption of fire threw orcs into the air as flames flowed to fill every open space between the mountains.
Despite the destructive power of the two dragons, orcs were still charging through the gap and spreading as they raced around the edge of the lake. Nemesis saw several of the archers using some kind of movement technique, their steps flowing as the ground rippled and thrust them ahead with greater speed. Others were wrapped in armor made of soil and stone, so that the fire sputtered out due to lack of fuel. 
These orcs seem stronger than the first group we faced, he thought. He didn’t dwell on it long before he began reaching out with his mind and taking telekinetic control of countless stones. A blizzard of fist-sized rocks began pounding the advancing soldiers. 
Sadly, stone seemed to be the worst ammunition to use against the creatures. He slowed their advance, yet many were able to use their bond with the earth mana around them to deflect his attacks and avoid damage. Fortunately, his mental grip was too strong for them to try tossing the stones back at him.
‘We really need to put javelins or something all over the ground, like we did against the crocodile,’ he grumbled over their link. ‘These damned things don’t care about the rocks.’
Min let out a laugh, then called out to him, ‘Try these instead!’
The blonde upended a quiver of thumb-thick arbalest bolts into the air above him as Artax streaked by. The razor-edged tips gleamed as they dropped straight down at him. He could tell the woman had complete confidence in his ability to catch the falling projectiles without risk to Harper, and he sent a burst of affection over the link to her.
‘Oh!’ Kaia gasped. ‘What was that?’ the redhead demanded. Talia let out a rich mental chuckle, while Artax bugled in annoyance. Harper, meanwhile, was throwing her javelins—each wreathed in her metal mana to pierce orc defenses.
Nemesis plucked the bolts out of the air as he ignored the byplay. He then started them swirling around his body like a flock of deadly birds, even as he folded his wings to dive toward the troops. 
The soldiers drew back on their bows as they slowed in their run. Nemesis saw dozens of metal arrows aimed at him while he dropped toward his enemies. He inhaled, his lungs expanding, sucking in air—then he used that pressure to flex powerful muscles in his throat. His jaws opened and glands in his bottom jaw opened.
Twin streams of acid sprayed out and formed a thick green stream of fluid that he sent arcing across the archers. The orcs screamed the moment the caustic droplets touched their faces. Eyes melted, and those unfortunate enough to inhale some of the liquid gagged as their throats dissolved. The ones tough enough to survive the acid rapidly faced his toxic poison. 
Only one in ten managed to fire their bows, and those arrows were easy to deflect for the black dragon. He didn’t even bother to launch the arbalest bolts as he spread his wings and smoothed out his dive. His level flight brought his head up and allowed him to see larger figures coming out from between the mountains. 
The first of the ogres had arrived.
These hulking behemoths were covered in thick iron armor, far different from the original invaders. Their bows were made of metal, and the arrows looked closer to spears than anything a human would wield. Even as the front rank dropped to one knee to aim at him, Nemesis sent his own bolts whizzing through the air. 
The siege projectiles were designed with armor in mind. The thick shafts punched through the heavy mail with a cacophony of bangs, yet few of the ogres showed discomfort. The more powerful cultivators simply drew earth mana into their bodies and kept up their advance. 
But keeping their focus on Nemesis had consequences. 
Artax’ shadow was their only warning before a brilliant blue bolt slammed into them. The lightning exploded outward, snapping against ogre armor and causing their bodies to spasm as they struggled against the electrical discharge.
Smoke rose from their bodies while they tried to react and correct their aim. Nemesis had used the momentary distraction to gain altitude, and when they finally fired, he had the distance he needed to catch their arrows and take control of the flight. 
His crimson eyes scanned the battle, seeking the best place to use his newly acquired ammunition, and quickly spotted Talia gliding in a circle around the outpost. The gold dragon vomited a torrent of fire over the orc soldiers that had continued charging the fortification. The unit of screaming, burning orcs lost cohesion as they worked to put themselves out. The gryphon riders took advantage of the confusion to start firing at the vulnerable beings.
Nemesis split the arrows he had into five clusters to make handling them easier. When the first ogre magi appeared, Nemesis didn’t hesitate to send an entire cluster at the figure—to no effect. A flick of her wrist caused stone to rise in a wall that stopped the metal arrows cold. A second flick sent the wall flying through the air toward him.
Nemesis rolled in the air, folding one wing to his side to twist in a corkscrew that saw the wall whipping past him before he opened his wing once more. Three more ogre magi followed the first, and these used his moment of distraction to send spears of rock at him.
Nemesis had no choice but to release the metal arrows and allow them to fall so he could use his telekinetic might to catch the human-sized stone spears. The force behind each throw was more than enough to pierce his scales and injure him, something he warned the others of.
He threw the rocks back and was unsurprised to see the ogre magi crumble the stone without effort.
Fortunately, the dust cloud prevented them from seeing him throw Harper’s incendiary potions at them. The glass bottles shattered all around the ogre magi and the alchemical compounds ignited into a wall of flame that roared high enough that he had to twist in mid-air to avoid the heat. 
Nemesis rode the updraft higher into the air, using the time to coordinate with the others. ‘These orcs are far more powerful than the first group we faced. We’re delaying them, but I’ve seen fewer casualties in the stronger units than before. Do you concur?’
One by one, the others agreed with his assessment. The goblins had been easy kills, and they’d all killed several of the orcs… yet the ogre and ogre magi had suffered no fatalities yet. In fact, while they spoke Nemesis saw the units beginning to move together. 
Commands were yelled and orcs retreated from the fortifications as they started gathering around the more-powerful cultivators. Worse, horns sounded from the valley and the ground shook as something large charged down the path.
A twist of his neck and a flap of his wings gave Nemesis the angle he needed to see the second unit had arrived. The horned behemoths he’d encountered earlier now had two riders apiece: one ogre with a massive shield, and one ogre magi with a staff. Worse, the beasts seemed to pick up speed the longer they ran.
‘We have a problem. Talia, we’re going to need you to destroy as much of the ground as you can in front of them. I’ll try to dig trenches to break up their charge. Artax, slow them down!’ Nemesis snapped commands without hesitation.
The dragons roared as they flew back into battle. Nemesis drove telekinetic force into the ground like a plow and shoved with all his might to split the earth in a trench, aiming his efforts toward the lake. 
Artax sent a bolt of lightning blasting into the charging beasts, even as Talia flapped her wings to hold position. Nemesis could see the fire mana gathering around her as she formed a spell, though the five globes of flames orbiting her also made that obvious.
The newly formed block of orcs stood in clean ranks. Ogres and orcs drew back on their bows and launched a volley into the air as the ogre magi heaved at the ground to bring thick walls of stone upward to protect against attacks. 
Nemesis was too busy to try and disrupt the arrows in flight, though fortunately the dragon riders weren’t without their own skills. 
Harper hurled a javelin that almost hurt to look at it, choked with earth and metal mana. The sliver of wood exploded in midair—the shockwave of splinters sending a cloud of dust outward and knocking numerous arrows off course. 
Min, meanwhile, fired her arbalest and sent two bolts to join the arrow storm. Her projectiles glowed green as her technique caused wooden vines to spray outward in a net that yanked the metal arrows together into a tangled clump. The missiles fell to the earth, their momentum stolen and their mass too heavy to continue.
Kaia and Talia were too high for the arrows to constitute much of a threat, yet the rider used her longbow to send flaming arrows empowered with air mana streaking down to detonate among the orcs. Most of the arrows were blocked by the stone shields, yet they succeeded in keeping the enemy troops distracted.
Nemesis looped to carve the trench deeper, constantly grinding his telekinesis into the stone and flinging material up and out of the way. The lake water had begun seeping into the small blockage he’d left, so he did his best to work fast. His job would be harder once the water weighed down the soil.
When the charging cavalry split to go around the first unit of orcs, Talia launched her flame spheres. Each hit the ground with a boom that caused the mountains to shed snow as the sound triggered avalanches. The metal-attuned spirit beasts were charred when they burst out of the holocaust, but they continued to run.
Artax flew overhead and hit them with a line of lightning that tore at the soil. The rhinos bellowed, thrashing their heads while their horns drank in the electricity. Nemesis watched, unable to stop the discharge of power he saw occurring each time the beasts slammed down their feet.
Breaking the blockage, Nemesis flooded the trench. Water poured into the channel like a river and splashed off the side of the mountain, creating an artificial moat.
He didn’t think it would be enough.





Ogre magi used their control of the stone to try and form bridges over the new moat, but Harper shattered those bridges with her own earth mana. 
The horned beasts raised their heads and fired metal splinters from their horns. The rapidly moving shards were slender, yet between Harper’s manipulation of metal mana and Nemesis’ telekinesis they were gathered in a cloud around the black dragon. 
Nemesis swept his wings forward and cupped the air to halt his flight. For a moment he hung still in the sky, and his jaws parted to release a thick stream of acid across the cavalry. He pumped his wings to gain altitude as the cultivators below sent their own attacks upwards at him. 
‘They’re the worst kind of cultivators for me to face,’ he grumbled. ‘Earth and metal, both natural opponents to my acid and my venom.’
‘They’re grounding Artax’ lightning as well,’ Min said with a mental sigh just as Artax blasted another bolt of lightning down at the gathered block of archers.
‘We need to stop those rhinoceros before they reach the fort. If they hit the walls they’ll go straight through,’ Kaia sent. Talia’s wings rippled as the golden dragon circled, and a moment later huge globes of fire began falling from the sky to smash down upon the ground below. The detonating spells tore the ground beyond Nemesis’ moat apart. 
Instead of taking part in the conversation, Harper had been weaving her mana to pull the metal splinters together into spears. Seven of them now hovered around Nemesis, supported by her cultivation. She slapped Nemesis on the neck and he grasped them with his mind.
‘Aim for the ogres guarding the archers,’ Harper suggested. The dragon let out a feral growl as he launched the spirals of metal. The twisted surfaces wanted to spin as they moved through the air, so Nemesis boosted their rotation. The spikes let out a hum as they gained speed. Nemesis roared in triumph as the ogres attempted to block with stone—only for each of the spears to drill through and burst out the other side.
Seven figures lurched as the long spikes impaled them into the earth. 
Nemesis let out a dark chuckle as he realized he’d gotten six of the ogres straight through their heads. The last had taken the blow through his collarbone, just below his throat. That one gurgled as he tried to pull himself off the metal. 
‘Nice shot!’ Harper praised.
The cavalry had been struggling to control their mounts in the wake of Nemesis’ breath attack. The ogre magi had tried to block the fluid with earth, but the acid remained potent as it splashed off the stone barriers they raised. The rhinoceroses had stamped, spun, bellowed—all of them enraged by the burning pain as the venom ate at their leathery flesh. 
Black lines showed on their skin as the poison tried to reach their bloodstreams. But while they were distracted, it gave the gryphon riders on the watchtowers time to take aim with their arbalests. 
Powerful bolts slammed into one of the beasts and the long projectiles sank in deep. The animal blinked its tiny eyes several times… then slumped to the ground. Nemesis wasn’t sure if it was dead, but it certainly didn’t look like it would be moving any time soon. 
Harper cast her own javelins down as Nemesis flew overhead. Instead of supercharging the missile with mana, though, she used some technique that greatly enhanced its weight. The javelin fell fast, and when the ogre magi raised her shield to block it, the missile speared through the heavy metal with a crunch. 
The ogre magi caught the javelin through her eye and began to spasm as her brain tried to grasp the sudden intrusion.
‘Artax, catch Harper,’ Nemesis ordered, then swiftly unlocked her harness and telekinetically threw her upward into the air. She protested with a yell, but he ignored it, folding his wings and dropping through the air like a stone. 
Jaws open, the black spewed another stream of acid at the ogre magi and their mounts. Once again they struggled to raise earthen shields, yet they’d clearly learned. This time it was mounds of soft dirt that swelled up like a wave above them; the loose material absorbed much of the acid.
To no one’s surprise, it couldn’t absorb the weight of a falling dragon.
Nemesis exploded through their barrier and sent dirt flying in every direction. His tail lashed out and slammed into two riders. The pair were hurled away from their mount like they’d been shot from a catapult. 
Nemesis bit down on the shaman in front of the dead shield bearer, cutting the man clean in half. He promptly twisted his neck to spit the magi at one of the rhinos. The animal stumbled at the sudden impact, then Nemesis pounced. 
Claws ripped through leathery armor and hooked on dense bones. Nemesis flexed his spine and tore the creature’s ribcage out through its side. The animal managed to charge, somehow able to move—but its sluggish shifting was too slow to hit the dragon.
Nemesis nimbly leaped over the beast while closing his hind claws around its riders, spearing through them.
Metal splinters began striking his scales. He could feel them gnawing at his armor. He kept his eyes closed to avoid the sharp metal, but his foes glowed in his mental senses on his rampage among them. 
Not every strike was an instant kill—in fact, the ogre magi he’d bitten in half was somehow still alive—but none of them could afford to do anything except focus everything they had on him. Nemesis suddenly rocked as a huge stone hit him in the side. The blow tumbled him and when he reclaimed his feet, a rhinoceros was charging straight at him.
The dragon dropped to his belly and used the power of his mind to form a ramp that carried his attacker straight over his head. Then he drove his horns into the spirit beast’s belly. The thing’s weight was enormous… which made the impaled body incredibly effective as a weapon. Nemesis slammed his head down on another of the rhinos, causing bones to crack and organs to rupture under the impact.
Nemesis’ head rang like a bell, and he was forced to open his eyes as his mental energies went haywire for a moment. What he saw nearly had him bugling with rage.
Artax and Talia had landed among the gathered archers. 
The pair were tearing through the ogres and orcs like whirlwinds, and all three riders were now fighting on foot against the other cultivators. Training allowed them to duck and dodge among the dragon attacks, which made them even harder to hit.
‘What are you doing?’ he bellowed in frustration.
‘We’re ending this!’ Harper called back. Her mental tone was fierce and he sensed her anger, directed straight at him. ‘Now keep killing!’
The dragon grumbled to himself as he slapped an ogre magi attempting to spear him. His claws tore the cultivator’s throat out, but the body became stuck. The black dragon flicked his leg, intending to throw the corpse at one of his other attackers… but it didn’t come off. 
Nemesis was forced to awkwardly shift on three legs to avoid another rhinoceros charge as he tried to get the dead cultivator off his claws. He hit several ogre magi moving around him with their deceased ally, which somehow made the problem worse as a second corpse got stuck on his claws.
What is this? he raged privately. Even as he continued to batter the smaller beings with their dead companions, he desperately struggled to free his foot. Come off you damned, stupid—HAH! 
Triumphant, Nemesis smashed his front leg down onto a charging beast and the creature’s horn speared through his grizzly cargo. The animal’s momentum succeeded in tearing the bodies off his claws, and while it was struggling to keep its head up, Nemesis broke its spine with his teeth.
The rhino wasn’t dead, but that didn’t stop Nemesis from bounding away from it to land on a pair of ogre magi gathering mana to cast some kind of spell. The shaman were vulnerable without their shield-wielding allies. He closed his jaws around one while striking the other with his long tail. The tip of his hind appendage burst through the shaman’s stomach and thumped into the ground like a stake. 
Shockingly, the shaman wrapped his fists around Nemesis’ tail and tried to hold him in position. 
More annoyingly, the magi in his mouth had turned his body to stone and trapped his fangs in its body. Three more ogre magi jumped onto his body in an attempt to pin him down. With enemies landing on top of him, Nemesis struggled to keep track of all the rhino riders. He suspected the shamans were hiding their presence.
Though there was no missing them as they scaled his body.
“Alright, you want to go for a ride? Let’s go!” His voice seemed to shock them, or at least visibly confuse the shamans. 
Their hesitation allowed him to tighten his mental grip on their bodies, and a breath later Nemesis spun and hurled himself into the lake. The cold water enveloped him, and with the added weight of the shamans he sank straight toward the bottom.
The ogre magi didn’t like that at all.
One by one they tried to swim to the surface… and found themselves caught in his clutches. 
Nemesis held tight to their bodies telekinetically and took them down with him. The shamans weren’t able to use their mana, as the water around them robbed them of much of their power. Nemesis saw the flows of energy dissolving as they cast again and again. 
His claws dug into their bodies as he used all four legs to get a firm hold on the cultivators. All the while, his lungs smoothly pulled in water. He knew he’d have had no problem swimming with his cargo he were willing to risk unfurling his vulnerable wings with all the shamans on his back. He already felt hairline fractures in some of his wing bones from the big cultivators climbing over them. 
Nemesis twisted like a snake and slammed the shaman on his tail into the stone one gripped in his maw. Stunned, the figure in his mouth lost control of their technique and returned to flesh and blood—delicious blood that flooded the dragon’s mouth as he began chewing. Bubbles rose as the shaman screamed, though the dragon ignored those.
He used his new tail club to batter the shamans in his claws, and by the time he reached the bottom of the lake they’d all stopped moving. Nemesis made sure to bite their heads off to ensure none of them were faking their deaths, then began swimming back to the surface. 
When his head broke through the water he immediately oriented on Harper’s mind. The woman was coated in metal and spinning among the orcs. Her long elven blade cleaved through their flesh like soft clay, and he saw that she was causing a shield to float with some technique that guarded her blind spot. 
Min was nearby, the woman a dervish of sudden lunges and a spiraling spear. The wind enchantment on the tool gave it incredible speed, and that more than made up for Min’s smaller size. Roots burst from the ground to clutch at legs and cause orcs to stumble into her thrusts. 
Kaia’s body, meanwhile, was coated in flames. The woman moved with a methodical pace that reminded Nemesis of the time he’d watched a human butcher chickens. The auburn-haired cultivator chopped, thrust, and blocked with smooth, simple movements that conserved her strength. On top of that, the ogres she battled had to constantly reinforce themselves to minimize the damage her fiery aura dealt. 
Nemesis clawed his way out of the lake and shook himself a few times to cast off some of the water. His red gaze ran over the rhinoceroses, but he didn’t see any of the beasts moving, though he did sense life in several of them. The creatures were absurdly tough, yet the gryphon riders seemed to grasp that. The watchtowers continued to fire arbalest bolts into the fallen creatures.
A roar drew his attention, and Nemesis revealed his fangs happily when he saw Talia rearing up above a cluster of orcs. The cultivators had discarded their bows and drawn swords… which did absolutely nothing to stop the dragon fire that charred their bodies down to the bone. The slender gold practically glowed as she spun and sliced several apart with the sharpened tips of her wing fingers. 
Nemesis had to give Artax credit, however—the blue was the most terrifying sight on the battlefield. Wading through armored ogres like they were toys, he impaled invader after invader with sudden thrusts of his horned head. Artax’ feet impacted with enough force to turn their bodies to jelly even when he failed to hit with his claws. His swinging tail cast their bodies into the air, only for him to break them across the hard bones of his wings a moment later.
Joy radiated from the dragon and Nemesis bobbed his head approvingly, then ran forward to join in on the carnage. 
The group devastated the orc forces as the dragons used their wings to cut off avenues of retreat. Each time a few orcs tried to flee, they found one of the Scaleguard waiting for them. The air grew thick with the coppery scent of blood, and more than one dragon swallowed a quick meal as they fought.
Min used her wood mana to heal injuries, keeping the riders from succumbing to their wounds. The orcs soon realized that harming one of the riders was a guaranteed death sentence, as whichever dragon they were bonded to would deliver swift reprisals. Nemesis almost laughed when he felt Min’s frustration at the orcs’ refusal to fight her. 
When the battle was finally over, it took the three dragons several long minutes to come out of their instinctive rage. At some point Nemesis had slipped into a killing fugue and it was only when he understood Harper was whispering quietly to him and stroking his horn that he realized he’d been savaging a rhino corpse.
Artax and Talia weren’t any better. Each had their rider tending to them, using the bonds to draw them back from the primal place they’d fallen. Nemesis breathed deeply and slowly, slipping into a mild meditation to soothe the remnants of instinct in his heart. Once his mind had cleared fully, he spoke to Harper.
“Did we get them all?”
She offered him a smile. A human might have found the blood smeared across her body gruesome—Nemesis thought she looked delectable. He forced himself to focus when she opened her mouth. “Yes,” she said. “At least, we think so. It’s possible that they left some scouts along their backtrail, but the gryphon riders flew out to look for anyone we missed.”
The dragon bobbed his head, then winced. He twisted his neck and wrapped his teeth around a metal arrow he realized was lodged in his hip, plucked the offending missile from between his scales and spat it out. Then he let out a rumbling laugh.
“I think that went well.”





Nemesis was far less amused when his rider insisted he help clean up the battlefield. The rhinoceroses’ cores were useless for the dragons, since none of them were aligned with earth or metal. Harper’s insistence they strip all the orcs before eating them also meant it took  far longer than he liked to take care of those bodies.
After the first hour, however, he discovered a use for the gryphon riders. They were extra hands to carry corpses, and he made sure they started in on that the moment they returned from scouting for escaped soldiers. 
The black dragon snorted on finding them far less inclined to argue with him now. Even the tusked cultivator Cron now had a measure of wariness whenever she looked at him. Their reactions to Artax and Talia were the same, so he could only assume they’d finally grasped the true majesty of dragons.
They were even smart enough to ask permission before letting their gryphons feed on one of the rhinos. 
Yet another one of the dwarves was sent to report to the approaching legion. Nemesis didn’t bother to look at which one it was, since he’d realized earlier today that the inferior soldiers weren’t worth worrying about. Dar and Cron, however, he kept an eye on. 
There was something about the pair that made his mind itch, though he couldn’t tell what it was. Whenever he focused directly on them they seemed normal… it was only when they were in the peripheral edges of his senses that something bothered him.
He decided he’d figure it out eventually, then promptly put them out of his mind. Instead of worrying about them, he kept himself busy entertaining himself with small… pranks.
Telekinesis was an invisible power, and he was having fun using it to poke and prod at the others working on the battlefield. The occasional moment when someone whipped around looking for who had touched them nearly had him laugh aloud. 
Sadly, there was more to do than just play pranks on fools. 
One thing Nemesis made sure to do was collect the cores from all the rhinos. They were perfect for Harper to use in the mana formations. She could increase her cultivation base a great deal meditating with the scripts pumping metal and stone mana into the air around her. 
Which made it vexing when she insisted most of them had to go to Kaia for use in enhancing the outpost walls. The stubborn woman argued with him for over an hour before he finally gave in. 
Once all the clean-up was done, he was able to get some time to focus on his growth by selecting the best pieces to eat. While he prepared his meal, he contemplated Harper.
He couldn’t grasp why she didn’t want to keep them all for herself and push herself to her next threshold. He’d had over a decade with her now, yet he still couldn’t quite grasp her sense of duty. The dragon grumbled to himself while gnawing on a dead ogre.
I understand wanting to help others, but how can we help anyone if we’re not strong enough to help ourselves first? Even with hitting C-rank I’m still pathetically weak compared to Persephone, and the gap between myself and Kolos would only depress me to consider. 
He didn’t like acknowledging that he wasn’t the most powerful creature in the universe, but he took comfort that the first examples that came to mind were fellow dragons. Idly, Nemesis scratched at the base of his horn, then flicked a piece of rhino bone away when he dislodged it. 
It was definitely my Mental growth that held me back from C-rank… which means I must focus on developing my mind as much as I can. I presume this is the handicap Persephone warned me about when she said that score was playing double-duty by replacing my Magic. It is frustrating… but there is a small way to continue boosting it without finding the right spirit beasts.
Nemesis stared at the pile he’d made. Harper had backed him when he requested the heads of all the cultivators, though even she didn’t seem eager to watch him pop them into his jaws one at a time. 
The black dragon didn’t have to delicately pick them up in his claws and flick them into his maw—they were small enough that he could easily have gathered a dozen or so per bite. But it was more satisfying to eat them this way.
Plus, it got him out of the labor that the other dragons were still doing. 
Swinging his tail from side to side, he rolled an ogre magi head around his tongue before he swallowed. He narrowed his eyes as he watched the shadows stretch across the valley. The sun was falling behind the mountains, and the gryphon riders had set out light-inscribed stakes to maintain visibility. For once, Nemesis didn’t feel frustrated at his inability to work with the formations.
The brains of cultivators will boost my Mental score, though not as significantly as a strong spirit beast core would. If we kill enough orcs, this invasion could work well for me. Pity they’re all so relentlessly focused on earth mana. Still… I’ll take the growth where I can.
Eventually, he reached the bottom of the pile. His stomach was bloated, and in that moment it was all he could do to resist sleeping. Pushing himself to his feet, he carefully made his way toward the lake, only to get intercepted by Harper and Min.
“Not so fast, you,” Harper said. She had her hands resting on his hips, making Nemesis contemplate he might be in trouble.
“Did you think we weren’t going to notice?” Min asked.
The blonde looked flushed, and he considered that continually brushing their most intimate nerve endings during the clean-up efforts might have been too much. He opened his jaws with the intention to apologize, only for Harper to burst into giggles.
“You were right, he fell for it,” Min said. Her scowl collapsed into a smile and she elbowed Harper. The pair suddenly radiated good humor; he immediately clapped his jaw shut as he tried to grasp how he’d misread them.
It took him a moment to recenter his thoughts. 
“How did you conceal your emotions?” he asked. While he was annoyed they’d trick him, it was that facet he chose to focus on.
Harper glanced over at Min and Nemesis saw the blonde looked quite proud of herself. Min offered a bashful smile as she tousled her own hair. “The more we talk silently, the more it appears clear to me what you’re doing. I can’t quite make myself heard by anyone but you yet, and I also can’t move anything… but I thought I had found a way to make my emotions appear different. So we tested it and it worked!”
Nemesis felt conflicted. His pride rankled that the human had managed to fool his senses, yet his lover had also demonstrated a potentially powerful ability. He stared at the woman for a moment, then lowered his head to rub his dark scales across her cheek.
“Impressive. We’ll have to spend time and see how we can develop this gift,” he said. He decided that having a strong lover reflected well on him, which ultimately meant it was a good thing. She brushed her hand along his jaw and Harper stepped to the other side to echo the caress.
Nemesis found himself rumbling happily, and his tail swished twice before he put a stop to it. Finally, he pulled his head up and shook out his wings; before he could take off, however, Harper put a hand against his shoulder. His rider was staring at him intently. 
“Nemmy,” she said, a warning tone in her voice. “You’re not planning on running off and falling asleep after you’ve spent hours using your mind to tease us… are you?”
“Errrrr…” The dragon was momentarily at a loss. That had been his plan exactly. “No?”
Min crossed her arms beneath her impressive bust and the dragon found himself mourning the fact her chain shirt hid all her wonderful cleavage. “That’s not very considerate,” she pointed out.
Finally, Nemesis grasped a simple truth that would change the situation. “I just filled up on brains. You both know that if I take my elven form before I digest I’ll be sluggish… Wouldn’t it be more fun to wait until I’ve digested and can be more… vigorous?”
They exchanged looks and he relaxed. His logic was undeniable, and he sensed he had them. Though he wasn’t prepared for Harper to flush and lean in close to whisper to him.
“Okay, but you have to do that thing we like, agreed?”
It took Nemesis a moment to realize what she was talking about. From what he’d seen so far, he did many, many things that they liked. He was quite good, if he said so himself. When her meaning clicked, however, his jaw dropped open to reveal his fangs in a grin. 
“Of course I’ll do the thing you like,” he purred. Less than a breath later, he used his mind to suddenly lock them in place, telekinetically binding their muscles in his power. With their bodies frozen, he gently filled their entrances with an invisible pressure—stretching them to their comfortable limits. Harper’s face turned an alarming shade of red, while Min bit her lip to avoid screaming in surprise. 
When he made the mental invasions vibrate incredibly fast, both women let out soft moans. From the way Harper’s brow scrunched, he realized she was trying to send him a message. He extended his thoughts toward her.
‘—now. Not now. Not now!’ she repeated frantically. 
Nemesis cut off the touch and both women slumped. He withheld comment as they leaned on each other, then Min smacked him on the shoulder, the move almost toppled her over.
“Mean!” she protested.
Harper took several deep breaths before she spoke. “Not while the gryphon riders are watching,” she said. She kept her voice down, glancing around to see if they were being watched.
Nemesis looked over his shoulder and spotted the legionnaires still working on repairing the ground. He turned back to his rider and bent his muzzle to brush her with his scales. “Apologies. I forgot they existed.”
He wasn’t speaking figuratively—he realized he’d put them out of his head so thoroughly he had forgotten they were there. Harper’s expression told him she wasn’t going to let him live that down, though, and Min—now that she’d regained her composure—just looked frustrated.
“I’m going to start melting down the ogre armor,” she muttered. 
The blonde stalked away, heading toward Artax who was beside a fairly large pile of bloody armor. Nemesis turned his eyes back to Harper. His rider raised an eyebrow and he sighed. “I’ll make it up to her,” he promised. 
Harper rubbed her palm against his shoulder. “You’re doing pretty good being attentive, but you need to remember that Jaden can make her life hell if he chooses. Outside the military. She says she doesn’t care about her father’s influence, but no noble wants to be the center of gossip. If his reports are negative enough, she might even be recalled to the empire.”
If asked just a minute before, Nemesis would have stated in absolute confidence that his relationship with Min was purely due to physical attraction and Harper was the only woman he cared about emotionally. 
The flash of anger he experienced at hearing Min might be taken away caused the ground beneath him to break as his telekinetic energies momentarily surged. Rocks around him floated into the air and he realized Harper had been forced to coat herself in metal to avoid the massive pressure coming from him. 
It took him a number of long seconds to calm himself, though once he saw Harper was in danger, he began instinctively shielding her from his own temper. 
“Didn’t like that idea?” Harper asked, panting as she was set back on her feet.
Nemesis bit off a growl half formed. “No. I find I don’t like the idea at all,” he finally admitted. “Would they truly steal her from me?”
Harper’s eyes softened and she wrapped her arms around his leg in a hug. “It’s possible. Her family has connections with the Immortal—they’re old-fashioned Kolos worshippers. Not the kind of nobles to approve of their daughter having an affair with a spirit beast. They’ll gladly accept a draconic bloodline, but shun the person who introduces it. You can’t afford to ignore the world of politics, especially as you grow stronger.”
Nemesis tasted blood and realized he’d accidentally bitten his tongue in his anger. He unclenched his jaws and carefully flexed them to make sure he wouldn’t do it again. “I suppose you’re correct. Given Jaden should be here soon, I imagine these are lessons I don’t have time to skip. Perhaps Kaia can help?”
Harper nodded. “She was raised by traders. You know she doesn’t believe in kissing noble ass, but she’s had to navigate their bullshit her whole life, so she’s probably a great teacher for us. We can talk to her together, okay?”
The dragon grunted, then nodded in agreement. He wasn’t thrilled at having to delve more into human social customs, but Harper had done a brilliant job of showing him that he cared for Min… and he wasn’t going to let anyone take what was his.
Nemesis found a yawn splitting his jaws and grunted. “I’m going to sleep now,” he said. His rider planted a kiss on his scales, then stepped aside to allow him to pass. The black dragon stalked forward and slid into the lake on his belly. 
The sudden drop off allowed him to sink rapidly, and this time he didn’t have a cargo of struggling ogre magi with him. Nemesis took a moment to leisurely swan his tail from side to side as he glided through the water. Only when the cold had soothed all his minor aches did he spread his wings and pick up his pace. 
When he reached the bottom he found the dead shamans feeding the various beasts of the lake. He contemplated claiming the bodies—the kills were his—but he limited himself to snapping off their heads, then he swam around until he was at the hidden entrance of his lair. 
The poison mana from his meditation chamber had grown thick enough to begin seeping into the water. Nemesis studied the outside of the cliff wall and found nothing but dead plants. The water had turned murky with the dark mana, the poison killing almost everything it touched. 
Yet he also noticed some crabs carefully edging into the inky water, scooping up bits of mana, then scuttling back. The lake had begun adapting to his presence. 
At some point this entire lake may become a powerful place for poison cultivators, as well as those who favor darkness. Such is the power of a dragon. One day I’ll have the same effects on the land as the forest king, yet unlike him I can go wherever I choose…
Nemesis pushed his irritation at the Scaleguard away as he climbed into his tunnel and made his way up to his chamber. Fungal spores surrounded him with noxious fumes as he curled up on the treasure he’d liberated from the fallen crocodile.





He woke feeling good. 
Time in his lair had helped consolidate the gains he’d made with his recent breakthrough, and digesting the heads of his enemies had noticeably increased the mana contained in his body. Nemesis arched his spine as he slowly uncurled. His claws carved gouges into the stone, more stripes for the rocks beneath him. 
The delicious part, for him, was listening to the tinkle of coins sliding under his bulk as he climbed to his feet. He ran his gaze over the treasure and caressed his fangs with his tongue. The treasure had a tendency to cause him to drool, and he certainly didn’t wish to look foolish when he moved to the next chamber. He sensed two minds, and it was obvious Harper was one of them.
Strangely, where he’d expected Min, he sensed Kaia. 
Nemesis began his trip through the tunnel toward the main cavern. His body warped and rippled as he moved, leaving a black-haired elf in a dark robe passing through the formation that blocked the poisonous air from reaching the chambers he’d set aside for his lovers. 
Nemesis paused to ensure his robes were secure, then stepped through the barrier created by the plates nailed to his stone walls. The air in this chamber was dense with earth mana, remnants of Harper’s own cultivation. He smelled the tang left by the formation used to expel core energy into the air. He also heard speaking and recognized Kaia’s voice.
“—the gryphon riders are settled in, yeah… but I don’t think we can trust them. There’s something off about the officer and his trollop.”
“I’ve noticed it too,” Harper murmured. “Even a battle maniac should know better than to antagonize a dragon, and to directly challenge one hoping for a fight? Legionnaires are supposed to be well trained, but that woman acts like a bandit.”
“Do you think Nemesis might—”
“Might what?” he asked, stepping around the corner. Kaia jumped in surprise as he interrupted her. He took in the room and saw that Harper had set up a table for meals. The women were sitting on opposite sides of it, and he felt conflicted at the idea of humanoids being hosted within his lair. 
He set that aside, however, to listen to Kaia. The auburn-haired woman seemed to be steeling herself to request something unpleasant.
“Can you read their minds?”
He snorted. “Of course I could.” He paused, waiting to see if there was more to her question. After a few moments, he grasped there had been more to her question. “I could read any of your minds, but it was made clear to me that someone’s mindscape was sacrosanct. I’ve been told continuously not to peek.”
Harper coughed, then raised a cup of tea to her lips to take a sip. When she set the porcelain down, her face was an odd mix of determined and nervous. “That’s true, Nemmy, but that was when you were a hatchling. We’re not in training anymore, and sometimes knowing the plans of our enemies, even our allies, could be the difference between life or death.”
Nemesis reached out and telekinetically lifted the kettle. He remained silent as he poured hot water over tea leaves he’d placed in another cup. The woman respected his quiet, watching as he prepared himself his drink. When he floated the porcelain to his hands and clasped his fingers around it, Kaia shifted in her seat. He thought she was about to speak, yet she stilled.
He appreciated that.
After a sip, he sighed. “There are risks. While my psionics do not use mana in the conventional sense, those with a powerful mind can still sense my touch. Passive absorption, like my empathy, is invisible, but active probes might be detected. Because I haven’t indulged in the tactic I don’t have the experience to gauge how likely it is that someone might realize their mind was breached.”
He couldn’t help a slight accusing tone when he pointed out the human-imposed blind spot within his own power. Harper flushed, then shook her head. “You’re right. We should have had you practicing this as soon as the power manifested. Persephone and Glaive argued over it; she believed you needed every edge you could get, but she agreed when Glaive pushed for discretion. The two said you might be tainted by humanity if you spent too much time in our minds.”
Nemesis grimaced behind his tea cup, as that thought wasn’t one he could rule out. The idea my mind might have been shaped to be more human is somewhat disgusting, he admitted to himself. He swallowed the tea and tapped the cup against its saucer as he tried to find a way through the puzzle. 
“Well, why can’t you practice now?” Kaia asked suddenly.
Nemesis blinked slowly. “On who? If I blunder while trying to scan the thoughts of the soldiers, then we’ll have lost our chance.”
The redhead rolled her eyes at him. “Well, me, for one. I can’t speak for anyone else, but I trust you to respect any secrets you find in my head. It also gives me a chance to learn how to detect mental influences, right? Which would make me more adept in the long run. You’re not the only spirit beast who uses psionics.”
Kaia’s emotions were practical, something he respected. Harper had been unsure, yet Nemesis felt a growing resolve within her. His rider came around the table and leaned against him.
“I agree. I trust you, and our bond is already tight. You can practice on me too.”
Nemesis curled an arm around her waist, though he had to resist the temptation to let his hand slide down to her rear. “Very well. We should discuss it with Min too, and Talia and Artax will need to be warned ahead of time. If there is some side effect, pain, discomfort, that sort of thing… I don’t want them to think I’m attacking their riders.”
Kaia blanched slightly, likely imagining what Talia’s reaction would be if she thought that Nemesis had betrayed them. He considered his friendship with the gold solid, yet he would kill her in a heartbeat if he thought she hurt Harper. 
“Good point,” Kaia said. “I’ll go and speak with Talia, and if I can get Min alone I’ll talk to her as well.”
The woman looked at the way Harper and Nemesis stood, and the dragon felt a flicker of curiosity from her. Without saying anything, though, she spun and used a movement technique that scorched the air—it also caused her to vanish before he could pin down whatever she’d been feeling. 
She and Talia do that a lot. It’s odd. They aren’t afraid to show off their intimacy around us, yet when I am affectionate with Harper or Min they seem… puzzled? No, not quite that. It’s an emotion I can’t quite place. They seem to have something on their minds. Hmm, I suppose I’ll soon have a chance to discover what, won’t I?
The thought had him chuckling, and when Harper looked at him to see what he was thinking, he chose to kiss her instead of explaining. Before he quite realized what he was doing, he had her thumping down on her back on the table. The laces on her garments were swiftly undone with his mind, and his hands yanked her tight leather pants off. His rider yelped in surprise, though her mind radiated nothing but desire for him. 
His hands clasped her legs behind her knees and he leaned into her. Gently, the dragon pushed her knees up until they were parallel to her hips, exposing her inner thighs. His rider had lost most of her body hair in her recent tempering, and neither of them knew if it would be growing back… it was an odd thing to wonder about. 
He lowered his head and planted soft kisses along her inner thigh, moving down toward her sex. The scent of her arousal reached his nose, drawing a rumble from his chest. Harper shivered at the noise. Her chest rose and fell beneath her loosened leather vest. He flicked the garment open with a thought, then spent a moment enjoying the flex of her ribs… as well as the way her breasts bobbed. 
Gripping her nipples telekinetically, Nemesis caused them to twist in a slow, irregular rhythm. He didn’t want her to grow numb to the movement, so he continually adjusted the pace to keep her continually stimulated. His main focus, however, was her mound. His first lick caused the muscles in her legs to flex. 
While Harper’s cultivation meant she was strong, Nemesis had rarely had a problem keeping her legs locked exactly where he wanted them. His recent rise to C-rank simply widened the gap between their physical abilities. When Harper found she couldn’t adjust her legs, passion flared deeper inside her. This simply increased the wetness his tongue found as he began licking more fiercely between her folds. 
Nemesis loved watching the slim muscles ripple when Harper writhed. His tongue tormented her, slipping down before gliding up to swirl around her sensitive nub. Her thighs tensed as she instinctively tried to clench her legs around his head, yet once more he denied her. The shivers racing along her body grew more intense as he began to tug harder on her nipples with his mind.
When she cried out in bliss and her hips bucked, he let out a dark chuckle and planted a single kiss on her stomach. “Did that make up for some of the teasing?” he asked. 
Harper, forced to take several gasping breathes before she could speak, stared at him with a hungry smile on her lips. “Get up here,” she whispered. She extended her hands to him and he let go of her legs to take her fingers in his own.
His lover jerked him upward until his thighs slammed the edge of the table. The entire piece slid across the floor with a harsh scraping sound. The bang of the table hitting the wall jolted Harper down against him, and she let out a needy noise when she felt him framed between her thighs—without hesitation, his rider looped her legs around his waist. 
“In me,” she demanded, clearly not content to just have him trapped against her inner thighs. She curled her fingers through his and pulled his arms up above her head, mimicking the act of pinning her in place. 
Nemesis let out a laugh and used his mind to adjust himself, then began to push into her sex. His lover hissed, starting to roll her hips as she accepted his length. “More!” she gasped. Her legs contracted, trying to pull him in deeper.
He drew back his hips against her tug, then drove forward. Something splintered on the table, yet Nemesis didn’t care and didn’t slow as he began to thrust in a steady, strong, pace. Each stroke of his hips caused Harper to arch, and he couldn’t resist the temptation to lean down and clasp his lips around one of her nipples. 
Her nipple puckered hard while he raced his tongue around it. Harper’s skin broke out in goosebumps, a red flush spreading across her neck as she let out yet another gasp. She continued to try and force him to move faster, but Nemesis refused to be goaded from the rhythm he’d set.
The cracking of wood continued as his thighs repeatedly struck the table. In response, he spread his telekinetic sense beneath his lover, both to keep the splinters from her back, and also to support her if the weak piece of furniture broke. Then, he increased the force of his thrusts. The sensation of bottoming out within her grew more intense as she clenched her muscles around him.
Harper’s pale eyes narrowed when she dug her nails into the back of his hands. “Faster, faster, Nemmy! Fuck me! Break the table,” she said, her voice a rasp of passion. Her frustration at his self-control was exceeded by the thrill she felt each time she failed to make him move at her pace.
He knew the truth; his dark-haired lover was enjoying being overpowered.
To tease her further, he slowed his strokes. Her mouth opened to protest, then he impaled her with a raw thrust that shattered the boards beneath her. His arms kept a tight grip on hers, and her legs held his hips, but it was his mind that supported her weight. The lines of her body were exquisite as she balanced on nothing in his grasp. Then, only when she had nothing beneath her, did Nemesis begin to stroke faster.
The heavy thud of his body striking hers grew intense, sharp, and focused. The steady rhythm grew faster as he tested his physical prowess. The gap between the slaps of skin on skin grew shorter, and Harper’s coherence degraded with equal speed. 
When he used his telekinetic touch to press into the delicate ring of her ass, she bucked like she’d been scalded. A scream escaped her as a rolling climax overwhelmed her senses. Nemesis saw mana rippling within her, a deep swirl of power that shot down to where their flesh met. 
This time, the dragon was prepared for it.
The ball of power slammed into his cock and shot up his spine, then stopped dead when it struck the core hidden inside him. Nemesis grunted—afraid his center would shatter at the impact. Something stretched, and when he thrust his hips forward again, the power shot back into Harper. The woman jolted and he swore he saw light flash behind her eyes.
The strange ball of power seemed to ricochet between them, and each time it hit his core, Nemesis couldn’t help but fear for his life. That fear added a spice to their joining that saw his primal desires rising further. He flipped her and braced Harper against the wall. She dug her fingers into the stone, then rammed her ass back against him.
At some point, his lover had regain her senses. “Just a little more… control it… almost,” she whispered. He wasn’t sure what was going on, yet Harper radiated a diamond-like focus as she tried to guide him. “Now, come in me now!”
The hissed command came at the peak of his pleasure. In response, Nemesis felt his body let go and the energy that had been bouncing between them exploded in a brilliant flare that burned out his mana vision. His muscles seized as raw mana roared through his flesh. Harper screamed, though in that moment he couldn’t tell if it was in pleasure or pain.
His own body refused to obey his commands. 
Nemesis was forced to meditate to control the flow inside his body, and it truly felt as though he’d swallowed a core that was too strong for him. Desperately wrapping himself in his visualization, the dragon imagined a barrier in his skin compressing the energy down to his core. 
Gradually, glacially, the power collapsed into his center.
That was when he realized Min had arrived.





The blonde stared at them in shock.  
“Did you… did you just dual cultivate?” she said, awe in her voice. “I thought spirit beasts couldn’t do it!”
Nemesis was bewildered, not knowing what had happened. He vaguely remembered Harper mentioning dual cultivation after she’d accidentally sent him reeling during sex a few months back. Did we just manage that? 
Curious, the dragon summoned the scores as tracked by his crystal scale.
Nemesis: current rank, C7. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental C8
Lethality C7
Defensive C8
Physicality C6
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
Nemesis grunted in surprise.
He wasn’t shocked by the rise in his Mental score—he’d eaten a great deal of cultivator brains, after all… but the two-position rise in his Physicality certainly wasn’t what he’d expected—he hadn’t even consumed any of the D-rank rhinoceros yet. 
I rose from C8 to C6 in my body’s might… just from having sex with Harper? Nemesis brushed aside the immediate disbelief, not shocked to discover he was able to do something humanoids believed impossible. Instead, he focused on the potential way to blaze through the C-Rank. 
His eyes went from Min to Harper. 
Harper had regained her composure and showed no discomfort at being nude. She did, however, look down at the table and cluck her tongue. Responding to his gaze, she lifted her eyes to his and flashed a smile. “We did it,” she said.
Like a dam had broken within her, his petite lover suddenly danced in joy, then raced over to Min. Harper wrapped the larger woman in an embrace and spun her round and round. Squeals of joy escaped them both and Nemesis found himself flinching at the high-pitched noise. 
“I’m glad we have accomplished the impossible, but would either of you mind informing me of what we did? The last time I heard dual cultivation mentioned, I believe I had been thrown across a room,” he grumbled.
Harper put Min down and danced over to him. She then swept up his hands in hers and pressed against him. Kissing him soundly, the half-elf stared up into his eyes. “It’s a technique cultivators use to draw in mana. The theory is that you pull it into yourself, pass it to your partner, then continue passing it back and forth while you have sex. The entire time you’re using the draw of your pleasure to pull in more and more energy. When you climax, the energy is shared between you both and leaves you both stronger.”
Min stepped up. There was a gleam in her eyes that Nemesis approved of. The woman appeared… greedy. “The thing is,” she began, “spirit beasts don’t have the same kinds of meridians and channels we do. They don’t develop their dantians and energy pools; instead, you have cores. No one has ever admitted to successfully using the techniques with a spirit beast.”
Nemesis noted she’d used the word admitted. He wouldn’t be shocked if someone had done it and kept the technique hidden to avoid sharing their power. That was exactly what he planned to do.
“Well,” he said. He noticed Harper was inspecting him like she was searching for damage. She’d begun running her hands over his torso. “Stop that,” he murmured. He caught her hands, and then continued, “I won’t deny it caused some discomfort. It felt like my core was going to break each time the energy struck. And when the burst of energy finally spread through my body it hurt… but growing often hurts.”
Min leaned into Harper’s back and Nemesis had to clench his jaw to avoid laughing. The busty woman’s chest was pressing around either side of Harper’s head, making Min’s breasts bulge over the other woman’s shoulders. 
“But your core is intact?” Min asked.
“I’d be dead if it wasn’t,” he pointed out. 
Min flushed and Nemesis planted a small kiss on her chin to reduce her embarrassment. “I understood what you meant,” he corrected himself. “I don’t believe my core is damaged, but if each attempt to cultivate in this manner is as… energetic, it might be cautious to pace ourselves. I’ll need to meditate to ensure there are no hidden cracks or weak points.”
Min nodded. 
Harper, meanwhile, was staring into space like she’d lost track of the conversation. He squeezed her hands and she started in surprise. “I hit C-rank,” she whispered. Then the excitement seemed to strike her and she wriggling in place. Nemesis wrapped his arms around her to try and calm her down, especially since whatever she was saying came out so rapidly and at such a high pitch it didn’t register to him.
Min at least seemed to grasp Harper’s joy. She pulled the half-elf away from Nemesis and the two spun among the wreckage of the table for several minutes before they started calming down. When they finally stopped, Min looked at the table and called on her wood mana to begin mending it.
“Congratulations,” Nemesis said. He was fiercely proud of having chosen her. She reflected his excellence perfectly. She brushed her hair back behind her ears and he couldn’t help admiring her features. “Is this a technique you and Min could do with each other?” he asked.
The pair glanced between each other, then back at him. A flurry of emotions spun through each of them, yet he couldn’t grasp any of them. Both of the women settled on amusement, anticipation, and embarrassment for some reason.
“Despite same-sex couples happening all the time, in most instances dual cultivation requires the opposing energies of a male and female. Thought it depends on the aura of the individual. There are some women strong in male energy, and their opposites… however Harper and I are both strongly female in our energies.” 
Min’s explanation made sense to Nemesis, so he just shrugged. “Then I suppose I will have to perform this technique with Harper while you watch, and as long as there’s no danger to my core, I’ll help you.”
That was logical to him, but for some reason Min looked like he’d given her something miraculous. It didn’t make sense to him. She hit C-rank after cultivating the wood mana that came off me when I devoured the forest king’s core. It’s just sensible that I cultivate with the strongest practitioners around me. What if using the technique with Min boosts a different score within me?
Nemesis blinked at that thought. He imagined himself surrounded by powerful females, cultivating his way to S-rank with all of them. The world faded away as he imagined the glories and powers he might claim for himself. 
Harper’s poke to the center of his stomach brought him back to awareness. She jabbed him again as he narrowed his eyes at her. “You’re drooling, Nemmy,” she accused playfully. “Did you even consider if I was willing to share this technique with Min?”
Nemesis let out a short laugh. “You love her,” he pointed out. Harper’s eyes widened as he continued, “The bond between you has grown since our first shared evening. You two help each other with your tasks, and if we weren’t so shorthanded I think you’d have asked to have her as a permanent patrol partner.”
Min’s jaw hung slack as she looked between the pair of them. “Really?” the woman asked in surprise.
Nemesis didn’t grasp why either of them felt shocked. “What?” he asked, puzzled. “You radiate your emotions constantly. I might not understand the details of your bizarre humanoid culture, but whenever you are around each other, you’re happier. Not as happy as you are when you’re with me, of course, but that’s natural.”
For some odd reason, that statement brought them both down to earth. He couldn’t understand why it suddenly felt like they were holding back laughter. Harper shook her head at him, and Min covered her mouth briefly. Nemesis was left convinced he’d missed another peculiarity of human behavior.
Instead of trying to puzzle it out, though, he wrapped his fist in the tunic Min was wearing. She gasped as he jerked her up against her body. Nemesis raked his eyes over the woman: taller than him, yet inclined to submit. He didn’t try to hide the predatory smile that spread across his lips.
“Now. Since you’re still dressed, you can go fetch one of the rhinoceros cores, as well as an appropriate wood core for yourself. We’ll retreat to the bedroom, where Harper and I will demonstrate the technique in a high-mana environment.”
Min didn’t have time to protest. Nemesis spun her and delivered a sharp slap to her backside. She let out a yelp, then immediately bolted from his cave. He parted the waterfall for her and she vanished down the path.
When he glanced at Harper, he found her staring at him. “What?” he asked.
She looped her arms around his neck and planted a soft kiss on his lips. “You are exasperating,” she breathed as she rubbed her nose against his. “You can be so dense and uncaring about people’s feelings… then in the same conversation demonstrate an insight into people that leaves me shocked. What am I going to do with you?”
Nemesis was fairly certain she didn’t actually want an answer to that question. Despite what she said, Harper was resonating pride in him… as well as an unmistakable physical desire. Still, he felt compelled to respond anyway. 
“Dual cultivate until we’re the most powerful pair in the Scaleguard,” he said with complete seriousness. 
She rolled her eyes, then squealed as he scooped her up and carried her into the chamber he’d set aside for her. When he planted her on the bed, she stared up at him with anticipation. Nemesis, however, grasped the need for some introspection.
“Can you prepare the mana formations?’ he asked. “I’m going to meditate and ensure there was no damage to my core.”
The dragon waited just long enough to see her nod before he folded his legs beneath him and closed his eyes. Resting his hands on his knees and ensuring his back was straight, he began to lower himself into one of the deepest states of meditation he’d been taught.
Sinking within himself, he centered on his core and let it draw him in. The glittering power was captivating, though he knew he wasn’t quite seeing what it actually looked like. Glaive had insisted it was a ‘metaphysical representation of his instinctive understanding…’ or something. Nemesis had stopped paying attention by that point.
What mattered to him was that he could tell how healthy his core was while examining it this way. He floated his consciousness around the crystalline sphere and inspected it carefully. The gemstone was black, with streaks of indigo and jade green running through it. Nemesis pinged the hard surface and listened to the note it produced; the sound was pure and clear. 
He saw no signs of cracks, fissures, or empty spaces. Despite the sensation of danger he’d felt during their cultivation, Nemesis couldn’t find any sign that his core had been harmed. He attempted a half-dozen other methods to test it—all said he was fine.
He rose carefully through his body and expanded his examination to take in his entire elven form. There were no signs of strain, nor any cracks in his bones or tears in his musculature. Despite the pain he’d felt, Nemesis was forced to conclude it had left him unharmed. Finally, he emerged from his meditation.
He was greeted by the sight of Harper bent over the metal plate engraved with the inscriptions that would allow the cores to empty their mana into the environment. In addition Min, naked as the day she was born, was fixing metal plaques to the cavern walls. Nemesis tracked her body with his eyes and momentarily lost track of time.
She turned and her bare breasts swung back and forth; mesmerized, he didn’t even realize she’d caught him watching until she bent down to let her breasts rub into his face. She trailed a finger along his ear and whispered, “Are you just going to watch, or are you going to help?”
It took him no time at all to come to his answer. “I’m very happy simply watching. However, if you’re looking for suggestions… you and Harper could wrestle? I have a bottle of oil for my scales here somewhere…”
Shocked, Min swatted him on the head. Harper made a choking noise and glanced up from the formation plate. His sharp eyes didn’t miss the way they glanced contemplatively at each other. The dragon smugly rose from his cross-legged position and stretched his body out. 
“How’s your core?” Harper asked. The levity of his joke faded as she watched him, though he quickly raised a hand to stave off her anxiousness.
“Healthy. Despite the sensations… I’m fine. My core appears perfect by every method of measurement I know. A spirit beast would be blessed to devour me should I fall before reaching divinity.”
The women stared at him for a second, then Min let out a giggle. She leaned against him and ran her tongue along the edge of his ear. The move caused him to shudder. Elven bodies are so strange. Why is my ear, of all places, so sensitive? I don’t even have them in my true form! 
The horn ridges that whorled around the openings for his ears were far superior. Nothing could simply bite those off. 
He pushed the errant thoughts away, and then set out to help the pair in setting up their cores. Harper insisted they place several inscribed flags around the room to balance the earth and wood mana flows. He didn’t quite understand her explanation about arrangement, but he didn’t have to. All he had to do was embed the metal stakes in the stone floor, which he did easily.
Once the various flags were placed, they were able to position the two formation plates on the floor and insert the cores. The gemstones began decaying the moment they were in position, and Nemesis watched as mana flowed into the air. He noted the plaques Min had set on the walls contained all the energy in the room with them.
When he looked back, he saw the blonde was kneeling at his feet. She nuzzled his face against his shaft as she stared up at him.
“Nemmy,” she said in a gentle tone. “Since you and Harper are making this noble sacrifice for me, allow me to prepare you.”
He groaned as she ducked her head and then lifted her face with his cock draped across it. Her tongue caressed down its ridged length until she was blowing her warm breath across the head of his cock. His fingers balled in her long hair, and he had to resist the urge to try and claim her throat. Instead, he allowed the woman to lovingly run her tongue around his shaft.
She took her time worshiping his length. He grew achingly hard as she worked, and right when he was dying to feel her lips wrap around him, she leaned back.
“Okay, time to fuck Harper!” she proclaimed.





Nemesis nearly pounced, the drive to unleash his instincts almost insurmountable. His fraying self-control wasn’t helped by the fact that Harper had chosen to plant herself face down on her bed.  
His beautiful partner knelt on the mattress with her breasts pressed to the cushion. Her hands were reaching back so she could spread her cheeks for him, waggling her backside enticingly as she watched him. 
Nemesis couldn’t stop the shudder that ran through him when he took two steps across the room to grasp her slender hips. His fingers dug into her muscle and she let out a soft moan, anticipation coloring the sound. The dragon used his mind to line himself up, then drove himself against her with a rough impact that saw her slide forward on the mattress.
He wasn’t content to have her escape—even if it was just sliding a hint away from him. His hands wrapped around her wrists and he yanked her back against him. His grip was so fierce in pulling back on her arms that her upper body left the mattress for a moment. He began thrusting with a feral intensity, driving into her again and again. 
Harper’s face contorted in pleasure, and she gasped each time she thumped back against his body. He was almost too caught up in the primal drive of conquest to retain that they were meant to be testing a new technique. Since his breath was coming in harsh, rasping inhalations, he didn’t bother trying to speak aloud.
‘Cultivate, Harper. Remember what we’re doing this for.’ He delivered a telekinetic slap across her ass cheeks as he gave his mental reminder. Her eyes widened, and he felt her muscles clenching around his ridged girth. 
Harper started in surprise, then began drawing power into herself. Nemesis watched, fascinated, while the mana around her swirled and then vanished—disappearing into thirteen distinct points on her body. A glance at Min showed the same pattern, though the mana drawn in by the blonde was wood, instead of earth.
He’d never had much curiosity regarding humanoid cultivation, yet for a second he was tempted to try and peer closer at the whirlwinds of power being consumed.
Then Harper let out a rich moan and rolled her ass in the perfect way to make his cock throb—his attention was once more completely on his partner. The sphere of power was forming within her, and she looked back over her shoulder at him, licking her lips before speaking. 
“You ready?”
His nod was all it took for her to send the mana shooting into his shaft. Nemesis once more felt the raw, almost uncontrolled mana that flooded out of Harper and bounced through his body to strike his core. Just as before, he felt the center of his being ring and deform under the strain, however his focus remained determined as he growled and shot it back at Harper.
The pleasure built. Each time the mana was passed it grew more intense—both the power and the need for release. It took willpower for Nemesis to resist a premature release, his pride balking at the idea he’d lose himself before Harper. 
They passed the mana faster and faster, then she went mad with pleasure. Harper’s body shook around his shaft as he impaled her, and Nemesis did all he could to hide his relief as he finally let loose his self-control. His orgasm wracked his body, and when the mana globe exploded through them both he nearly collapsed backward. 
For a moment he was proud of his ability to remain standing as his muscles tried to tear free… then he realized Min was holding him up. The woman’s bountiful chest crushed against his spine, and at the moment she was nibbling his ear ridge and panting. “Me next?” she purred.
Nemesis closed his eye when he thought his eyelid was about to start twitching. He reached back and gripped Min’s round ass cheek in one hand, keeping her close. It took a few deep breaths before he could answer. “You’re next,” he eventually promised. The dragon preened internally at how composed his voice had sounded.
After a second, he looked down at Harper. His half-elf rider was face down on the mattress and… drooling? He sensed both contentment and relaxation coming from her, and when he leaned down to inspect her he saw that she was fine. A tiny snore escaped her—he couldn’t help but let out a soft chuckle.
“Wow,” Min said. “Did you just rail her so hard she passed out?”
Nemesis straightened and carefully pulled back to withdraw from his lover. “It appears so,” he murmured. He wrapped a blanket around Harper, then turned to face Min. The woman was taller than he was, but that didn’t stop him from grabbing her hips and lifting her off the ground.
He slammed her into the stone wall of the cave, drawing a grunt from her. The woman’s hand snaked down to wrap around his still-slick shaft. She didn’t hesitate to start pumping, seeking to stir his arousal once again. Nemesis bit one of her breasts, sucking the nipple deep into his mouth. His teeth held her pebbled flesh firmly as his tongue began to lash the bud. 
Min groaned, then reflexively hooked a leg over his hip. When he telekinetically filled her rear, she arched harder against his face. “Make me feel every hole,” she begged. The same invisible pressure spread her mouth open and tilted her head back as though he’d just impaled her throat. The beauty let out wet gurgles as her throat tried to swallow nothing. Since they’d practiced it before, Min had even learned to breathe through the sensation, which meant they could be as vigorous as they wished without danger.
He hardened beneath her skilled fingers, and while maintaining a steady pace with his telekinesis, he lifted the woman farther in the air, then impaled her on his shaft. Min let out a throaty growl as she wrapped her arms around his neck and entwined her legs around his hips. She got a firm grip on him, then began to rotate her hips in a circle to stretch her channel around his length.
Nemesis gave her seconds to adjust before he started the rise and fall of her body against his. With her frame braced on the wall, each of his strokes caused a deep thud that would have bruised a non-cultivator. Min’s wood mana provided healing possibilities that had spurred her to grow bolder in their coupling over the last few weeks.
Despite his desire to reduce her to a screaming puddle, Nemesis forced himself to prepare for the dual cultivation to begin. He scanned himself, yet still found no lingering damage. His core ached but he didn’t sense any damage. ‘You can begin,’ he sent to Min, unwilling to take his mouth from her chest.
‘Mmm, fuck—so good,’ she whispered in his mind.
Nemesis nearly lost his rhythm. He hadn’t been scanning her thoughts, which meant she’d sent that message entirely on her own. The clarity of her mental voice was smoother than Harper’s when his rider used physical contact along with their bond. Min’s mental strength truly is growing.
He didn’t have time to think about that—Min had begun the dual cultivation. The mass of mana she summoned in her center was actually intimidating. He’d never admit to being nervous… but he did a swift check of his core again just to be sure it was healthy, then braced for the impact.
‘Don’t hold back. I can take it! I can take it all—give it to me, Nemmy!’ she cried out mentally.
The woman then tightened her muscles and slammed her body down on his shaft hard enough to bounce her nipple out of his mouth. The wet pop that sounded as the suction broke was almost covered by his grunt when she drove her hips down. It might have been his imagination, but he thought she had a small climax when the mana hit his cock and passed into him.
The energy roared along his shaft and streaked into his core with a hollow boom that caused the stone beneath his feet to crack. Nemesis lifted her up, then brought her back down—this time envisioning the mana being fired back into her when he bottomed out. The globe thickened as it jolted through her, and this time he knew she came.
Min’s eyes fluttered, and she let a raw moan out that managed to pass around the telekinetic force in her throat. She condensed the mana into a tighter package, somehow forcing it into an even-smaller ball before she returned it.
Nemesis dug his fingers into her ass, adjusting the pace he had her bouncing with. He sought to maximize the timing so that the mana transfer occurred right as he felt himself penetrate to his deepest. Min, meanwhile, continued to crush the mana, compacting it until it glowed like a star. 
Min’s muscles clenched around him while her channel slid along his cock. Her muscles were smooth, beautifully defining her power as she twisted in his grip to constantly add stimulation. The woman panted with pleasure, her eyes bright with lust and passion. She used her biceps to squeeze her chest around his face, teasing him, encouraging him to bite and kiss. 
Her legs were crossed behind his back, the muscles flexing to add even more force each time their bodies came together. Min stroked her fingers along his neck and brushed her hands across his shoulders, craving more touch as she wordlessly encouraged him to greater heights of lust. 
Nemesis gave her exactly what she craved. Invisible shafts of his power bulged her throat and pierced her rear, constantly dominating her body. He wrapped his mind around her hair and yanked her head back farther, forcing her to arch her spine for his own enjoyment. His tongue spun around her nipple as he accepted her proffered chest as his due.
Sweat shined along their skin from their movement, and soon they fell into a unity that made each moment a dance. They began rippling as one. Nemesis lost himself in the motion, a flowing savagery that transcended their normal couplings. Something deeper formed between them as he drove himself into her body again and again. 
They lost track of time while she flew up and down his shaft. Her nails had drawn blood in numerous places across his back and neck by the time she lost control and began to shake in what felt like an endless orgasm. Her mind had retreated to a place of pure instinct and raw emotion: primitive and powerful. 
Nemesis grasped that the loss of self, that moment of savage climax where the consciousness died—that was the moment to end the technique. Min screamed in his arms and he gave himself to his urges when he slammed her back down. The mana exploded inside them both, and his world vanished in a blinding burst of light.
Nemesis heard the sound of furniture shattering. Stone cracked. He smelled molten metal and smoke. He frantically blinked to try and regain his vision. His mental senses told him Harper and Min were both fine… in fact, Harper was practically purring in contentment. Min, meanwhile, was slumped against his body and had fallen fast asleep.
The dragon carefully adjusted the cultivator so he was cradling her in his arms. He settled her head on his shoulder, then puffed a lock of her hair out of his mouth. Unwilling to move without knowing the exact terrain, Nemesis was forced to stand there for several minutes before his eyes cooperated with him.
With the faint scent of copper that tickled his nostrils, Nemesis suspected he was crying blood. He took the time to assess his body, yet still found no signs of harm… at least not to his body. The room they were in was now lined with cracks. The rock was chipped and stones hung half-dislodged from the walls. The formation plates had melted and dripped down the walls. Harper lay in a pile of fragmented wood and shredded fabric where a bed had once stood.
She looked incredibly relaxed; despite the nest of splinters she was spread across. His rider had rolled onto her back and splayed her arms above her head. Her lips were twisted in a contented smile. 
Nemesis shook his head in confusion as he carried Min to the other bedroom. Once she was settled, he went back for Harper. His dark-haired lover showed no sign of waking as he transferred her to rest next to Min. He covered them with a blanket and took several deep breaths to control the wave of possessive pride that shot through him.
He couldn’t tell what the dual cultivation had done to them, yet he sensed they were stronger. 
Curiosity had him call up his own scores.
Nemesis: current rank, C7. Potential Rank, S0. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental C7
Lethality C7
Defensive C7
Physicality C5
Magic —
Classification: Vizier. Subclassification: Companion.
He nearly choked, because while he hadn’t reached C6, he had grown on several fronts. His Mental, Defensive, and Physicality scores had all risen… and he was suddenly in a place where the might of his body had outpaced the damage his breath could do. 
Nemesis looked at the sleeping women and avarice lit a fire in his heart. The urge to try again, to grow more, to continue growing nearly consumed him. His entire body shook with the desire to throw off their blanket and have them again. And then again.
And again.
It took a supreme act of will for the dragon to step through the threshold of their sleeping chamber and out into the wider cavern. He reached out with his mind and fetched a scroll of parchment and ink. 
Disdaining quills, Nemesis pulled a strand of ink from the well and carefully wrote out a note for his lovers. He told them of his growth and said he’d return after he found a suitable meal. Letting the scroll roll up, Nemesis placed it upon the bed and left it for them.
Once that was done, the black dragon ran as fast as his body could go. He burst through the waterfall and hurled himself off the mountainside; his body resumed its true form in midair and powerful wings pulled him skyward.
Nemesis roared as he climbed into the night.
Instinct and intellect warred within him as he struggled with the urge to claim cultivators, keep them in his caves, and use them toward fueling his growth in becoming the most powerful dragon the world had ever seen. The knowledge that such treatment would crush the spark of joy he loved in Harper and Min drove him from his cavern.
His body felt flush with power, so he banked until he was heading along the path any orc survivors might have taken. Nemesis decided that he would sate his instincts in a different way—if he couldn’t gain power in this new method, he would find it along more traditional lines.
He would hunt.
He would kill.
He would dominate.





Nemesis flew faster than he ever had before. His body felt  powerful. After an hour of soaring through the darkness he had calmed down enough to begin assessing himself. He’d grown a foot or two, and the muscular lines of his form had thickened around his hips. His wing fingers stretched longer, and inspection revealed the flesh of his wings extended back onto his tail now, so his wingspan had also grown significantly.
His neck felt longer, though that was the hardest part of his body to get a good look at while in flight. He dismissed his vanity and instead turned his attention to seeking prey. Nemesis scanned the mountains below him in search of something to devour. The need for blood on his fangs was enough to make his tongue feel dry.
The moment he sensed a spark of thought, he dropped on it like a bolt of lightning. His claws sank into flesh, and bone shattered under his weight. Nemesis snapped his head down and ripped muscle free to swallow before he grasped what it was he’d landed on.
Fur was stuck between his teeth, and it took a moment for him to dislodge the skull from the fang it had gotten lodged on. He spat the head out onto his open paw and carefully pinched it between his claws, tilted it, and brought it where he could see it. 
“Huh.”
The elf was missing half his face, and what had gotten tangled around Nemesis’ tooth was his long, golden hair.
Nemesis arched his neck to look under his body at the figure he’d flattened. The man had been wearing leather armor of fine make. Nemesis saw mana circling through various inscriptions, which hinted it was enchanted. A gold sword pommel stood above the man’s shoulder, though the strap was hanging wrong—the missing arm and chest ruined the way it sat. Nemesis saw three matching daggers, each with a glowing ruby on the hilt. 
The mana in the armor faded as he watched, the formations having been broken by his teeth when he’d bitten through the man’s torso. The dragon grunted. “Harper is going to be pissed about this…”
He tossed the head back into his mouth and swallowed. Then he began stripping the elf of his belongings, a task made simple with telekinetics. Only when he had the corpse nude did he finish eating it. 
He flopped onto the mountain stone and took the time to raise the dead man’s belongings up one by one to look them over. The armor was worthless now, so he cast the ruined breastplate aside. The sword looked valuable, though, and he’d found yet another dagger while searching the man, which meant the elf had been carrying four of the enchanted things. 
The man’s pants had been soiled upon his death, so Nemesis didn’t hesitate to throw those as far from himself as he could. The dragon was quite pleased to discover several coin purses, one filled with gemstones. The man’s pack had practically bulged with coinage, which struck Nemesis as odd.
It was the slender book he found in a false bottom of the pack that revealed the reason for the cash. It appeared that the man had been some kind of courier and the journal contained the missives that were exchanged, which seemed a supremely stupid method to the dragon. He idly flipped through some kind of conspiracy to exchange territory while looking for the most recent messages. 
Finally he found the last few entrances and started to read.
The man appeared to have been heading… Nemesis’ eyes widened as he read the page he’d just flipped to.
Warlord Vargas,
It is with great pleasure that I have arranged my servant to bring this payment to you. Elgin is a trusted advisor, so I hope you heed his counsel in the matter of the Scaleguard fortifications to the north. 
The dragons you’ll find there are weak against earth and metal. I recommend you structure your forces along those lines. Their greatest weapons are fire, lightning, and acid. None of the riders are particularly formidable, though I would appreciate it if you could spare the women. They should make good breeding stock. 
Elgin will provide the schedule for the legion’s arrival. Remember to keep the main body of your troops back until the legion has arrived, so you can maximize the impact of the outpost’s destruction. 
A war suits both our needs.
Nemesis nearly crushed the book with his mind before he realized what he was doing. 
Whomever had employed the elf he’d just eaten had offered Harper up as breeding stock. Nemesis let out a roar that shook the mountain around him. His claws dug furrows in the stone and his tail shattered a nearby boulder. The dragon burst to his feet as the pressure of his rage powdered the stone he’d been lying upon. The sword screeched, the metal twisting and deforming into a ball of steel. 
When his rage had subsided enough to think, Nemesis groaned in frustration. At some point the journal had been reduced to shreds, all but a handful of pages. He tried to gather up what he could, though he knew he’d messed up.
This is not going to be fun to report, he muttered to himself. Having to explain how I got the journal would have been hard enough… I’m not exactly supposed to be eating random wanderers in the mountains. I don’t want to lie to Harper, which means I need to figure out how to phrase this.
Nemesis carefully stuffed what few belongings had survived into the pack, thankful it had remained intact. He even kept the ruined sword, simply because the hilt was valuable. The whole bundle clinked and jingled with the wealth he’d found, and he reluctantly acknowledged to himself that he’d have to give that up to the others as part of his tale. The thought made him nauseous, and it took a moment to calm himself. 
He absently began flying back to the base with his evidence as he went over what he would say to the others. Despite his annoyance and frustration at having lost much of the journal, Nemesis didn’t actually feel bad about eating the elf. 
Should I feel bad? He was my enemy. Of course, I didn’t know that before I ate him… Harper won’t be happy that I devoured a man before knowing he deserved it. Still, I should tell her. I don’t like the idea of keeping secrets from her. But… why did I eat the man?
Nemesis took a moment to consider that. He hadn’t eaten the elf out of malice—in fact, he hadn’t even been aware it was an elf he’d killed until he’d started eating. If he’d swallowed the body whole, he might never have known. 
He’d felt the need to make a kill, and the elf had been the first significant spark he’d stumbled across. I suppose they’ll say I should have brought the corpse back to the outpost so we could bury it properly or some nonsense. What’s the point of wasting meat? They didn’t mind us eating the orcs… what’s the difference?
Two-leggers can be so strange. If I die, I hope Talia eats me. Artax can have a bit, I suppose. But if I’m not strong enough to reach the heights then I should nourish a being who can. Not that I think either of them are better than I am.
Nemesis snorted at the idea that Artax might be a superior dragon to himself. Talia… well, she was a female. They were different. He might not give in to the desire to serve females the way Artax did, but he acknowledged that if Talia went into heat he wouldn’t be able to resist her. 
That’s just natural. The drive to maintain the species and all. He glided for a moment as he rolled that thought over in his head, trying to determine if he wanted a clutch of eggs with his bloodline out in the world. Memories of his own hatching and the poachers flashed through his mind and he had to force his jaw open. Rage had made him grind his teeth together so hard his fangs had cut into the opposing gumlines. 
Forcing his thoughts back on track, Nemesis grunted sourly. I’ll tell them the truth. I was hungry and using my mind to hunt. I killed him before I realized what he was, and then I went through his belongings to try and identify him. They should understand dragons well enough by now not to give me too much grief.
Comfortable with his plan, the black dragon put more effort into his flight. His new body served well in that capacity, and almost before he realized it, he was gliding over Lake Tarn. He stretched out his thoughts and found Harper and Min were still asleep. 
Artax was nowhere to be found, likely in his lair. 
Kaia and Talia, however, were in the workshop they’d set aside for their formation work. Kaia was currently carving he wooden surfaces they used for the disposable formations while Talia sewed the flags. The pair radiated heat and he snorted at the amorous sensations coming off them.
Somehow, he didn’t think they were actually working very hard… though they were definitely straining.
He dropped down into the outpost in a cloud of dust as his wings blew air down to cushion his descent. Nemesis took a deep breath, then bellowed with the full force of his mind and lungs.
“Time for a meeting in the tavern!”
The sound echoed back from the mountains, and he nodded in approval when he noticed snow dislodge from several of the peaks. Harper started awake as the bond carried his message. He lightly monitored her, sensing the moment she woke Min.
‘Love, could you bring my robes to the tavern? I left without dressing,’ he sent. He made sure to give both women a light caress. Warmth flowed back at him, letting him know she’d agreed. The dragon padded through the lanes between buildings and shifted to his elven form when he reached the door of their drinking establishment.
Nemesis wasn’t shocked to find Dar, Cron, and… Red, drinking at the bar. He ignored then as he walked in and pulled out a chair at the centermost table. Once he’d plunked into the seat, he put his feet up on the table. He didn’t pay much attention to the gryphon scouts; they weren’t overly important.
“What the fuck is this?” the red-bearded dwarf shouted. Nemesis idly glanced his way and saw the man gesturing at his nudity. 
Dar and Cron had been leaning toward each other, kissing, Nemesis supposed. The woman’s lips were certainly bruised, and Dar’s cheek was bleeding. Danger of a tusked lover. They were staring at him in surprise. Nemesis silently raised on eyebrow as he waited to see if they would make their own foolish statements. 
Instead, the trio stared at him. After a while, his steady gaze saw them flushing and looking down at their drinks. The dragon nodded approvingly and turned his attention to the approaching minds outside the door.
Kaia and Talia came in together. The human’s skin was wet with sweat and Nemesis saw the back of her neck currently matched the red of her hair. Talia seemed less affected, though she’d messed up the knots on her short robe and one of her nipples remained exposed. He fixed that with a touch of telekinesis and flicked his eyes to ensure the legionnaires had remained respectful.
Dar’s emotions reminded him of Jaden… but the emotions of the woman Cron were somehow worse.
She really is a twisted thing, isn’t she? 
He considered trying to scan their minds, but he still hadn’t had a chance to practice that technique. His eyes returned to his fellow Scaleguard members as they sat at his table. 
“Nude again, Nemesis?” Kaia asked. Her amusement was clear, though she had so much lingering lust in her system it was hard to feel amidst it. He simply took her eyes examining him as he due—he knew his form was beautiful.
“I went on a hunt and found something I thought we needed to review. Dressing seemed like a waste of time,” he admitted.
Talia let out a laugh. “Have you considered having clothing enchanted to take a form other than your saddle? You might abandon them less often.”
Nemesis looked over at her, and then intentionally let his gaze roam her robes. “Because there are no reasons I might have to disrobe?” he asked with a pointed tone. He kept his voice low enough that it wouldn’t travel to the troops drinking at the bar, but Talia clearly heard him. Her cheeks colored and she wrapped her hand around Kaia’s.
“Fair point,” she conceded. 
He chuckled, and then shrugged. “It’s not like I can get new enchanted clothing out here anyway.” He paused, then sent a message to their minds. ‘There are things to discuss without the soldiers present, personal ways of enhancing our power. Harper and I seem to have found a method to grow in strength, though I am not sure it will work for you. After we talk about what I found on my hunt, we should meet in a safe place to discuss things in greater detail.’
The women nodded, though they didn’t try to respond verbally. The trio waited in comfortable silent for several minutes until Harper and Min arrived. Kaia and Talia kept exchanging heated glances, which he found amusing.
Nemesis had just started contemplating whether he could throw the dwarf hard enough to put him through the tavern wall when the door opened. The man had been muttering a steady stream of insults under his breath, though he’d had the wisdom to keep his volume down.
The only reason Nemesis hadn’t killed him, was that he suspected the man truly was dumb enough to think no one could hear him.
He hoped Harper appreciated his self-restraint.
He rose to his feet as she came in the door and went over to her to get a hug… instead, he was handed his robes. The dragon swallowed his urge to complain as he slipped the fabric around himself and then tied it tightly about his waist. He took a moment to look down and ensure everything was where it should be, then glanced at his rider.
“I found something while out hunting,” he began. What followed was a bare-bones explanation that he’d been overcome with hunger and gone out searching for food. He’d made his kill, realized it was an elf, and while seeking the man’s identity, discovered he was a traitor to the empire.
Nemesis rode out the inevitable criticisms for eating a civilized being, though that ended quickly when he made his point about the orcs. Harper was disappointed in him, though he could tell she was trying to let it go. Min and Kaia focused on the remnants of the journal. Talia, he noted, couldn’t take her eyes off the bags of coinage.
The gryphon riders were the most annoying. They asked ridiculous question after question, only stopping after he let a growl shake the building.
He made up his mind to remember that trick.





Eventually, the group agreed to send the lone remaining dwarf to the approaching legion with their updated news.  
Nemesis kept a careful read on the gryphon riders’ emotions, yet while they felt shock and outrage, there were no flashes of guilt or the anxiety he’d expect from traitors. The dragon was mildly disappointed—he’d hoped for an easy solution to this dilemma. Though that might have simply been curiosity at what a gryphon tasted like. 
He was amused to watch Kaia and Talia rid them of Dar and Cron. The drunk duo hadn’t been eager to quit drinking. Talia’s solution had been perfect, in his opinion. It had been hard to resist laughing as she stood behind them and allowed her flame aura to rise the longer they argued with her rider. Eventually, Dar’s ridiculous purple ponytail had burst into flames at the tip and suddenly they were all smiles and agreements.
Now the members of Scaleguard were sitting around a table contemplating what to do. The last hour had been nothing beyond fruitless conversation that amounted to practicing his telepathy and keeping their eyes open for signs of betrayal. His first attempt at a deeper mental probe had proven incredibly anticlimactic—and enlightening.
Nemesis had slipped into Kaia’s mind without any awareness on her part. He couldn’t access her deepest memories, but her surface thoughts were clear as day. The fact that her thoughts swirled to a new topic every time someone spoke gave him some insight into the human condition.
They’re ridiculously flighty. How can their thoughts move in reaction to everything they hear and see? Her mental organization is worse than a flock of birds when the cat pounces… Talia takes a deep breath and immediately Kaia is reliving their recent fuck. Min comments on the legion’s arrival and Kaia is suddenly going over formation patterns and how much she hates Jaden. Harper mentions alchemical supplies and it’s all about her tempering. How do they function like this?
Nemesis’ face hadn’t revealed his bewildered mood when he withdrew from Kaia’s thoughts. He felt no shame in the enjoyment he’d found in Kaia’s memories of Talia, though he was intrigued about the snippet of conversation that had started them fucking. She hadn’t thought back far enough for him to grasp what they’d been talking about, but they’d clearly been discussing a solution to a growing problem… which made them aroused? 
He decided he didn’t grasp women nearly as well as he’d thought.
He did a deep skim of Talia’s thoughts next, finding the gold dragon had a far-more-organized mind. She held a predatory focus on the conversation. There were some secondary thoughts about tangents, but her mind constantly redirected back to the topic of the traitor. Nemesis found the bloodthirsty contemplation of vengeance and curiosity as to the taste of the traitor much more relatable. Proper draconic thoughts, to his mind.
Harper’s mind was almost as scattered as Kaia’s, though her thoughts floated in a less-frantic manner. Nemesis found himself curious if the difference was personality or racial… given Harper’s blood was half elven. He decided he’d spend some time dipping into the thoughts of other races to see if their minds held significant differences. Harper, at least, continually tried to focus at the task at hand. He didn’t blame her for the occasional daydream regarding their dual cultivation—the experience had been potent.
By the time he reached Min, the black dragon was fairly certain his skill was undetectable, which the blonde promptly upended. 
‘Hello, Nemmy! Come to investigate, or are you practicing your mind reading? Oh, am I your first attempt?’ Her reaction was immediate and cheerful. The warrior winked at him and Nemesis bit back his initial reaction of growling in frustration. Instead, he took a deep breath. 
‘You’re actually the last person I tried it on. None of the others noticed a thing,’ he admitted.
‘Really? Interesting. I noticed you right away… then again I’m always a little aware of you. Between the mind links during our battles and the way we seem to click while fucking, you’re like this warm glow that moves around and makes me feel good.’
‘I… see. I didn’t realize your sensitivity had developed quite so strongly. I suspect the reason you have no aptitude for external mana techniques like formation crafting and spellwork is your latent psionic gifts. My status as a Vizier means I can’t manipulate mana externally at all… I’m starting to think you’re somewhere between myself and a normal cultivator. I’ll begin training you on mind techniques.’
‘Thank you! I know my mana usage is weak compared to others of my rank, so having an edge like yours will let me continue to grow. I was concerned I’d reach my limit and be unable to go further. Oh, and thank you for the recommendation on the melon. Artax ate a third of one and it did help his mind… a little.’
‘You’re welcome. Artax is a solid dragon, for an idiot.’ He couldn’t help the mental chuckle that rolled through her mind. Her indignation almost made it worse.
‘Hey! He’s not that ba—’ Min’s mental message cut off as she jumped. That made Nemesis realize everyone was staring at the pair of them.
“Going to share with the class?” Harper asked in a dry tone. Nemesis vaguely remembered Glaive saying something similar when the instructor had caught a pair of students whispering together. 
“Yes, none of you except Min were capable of detecting me reading your thoughts,” he replied. Nemesis ignored the idea he was meant to be embarrassed and got down to the facts of the matter. “I have spent most of the time we’ve been talking examining the inside of your mind. Did any of you feel anything?”
For some reason, both Harper and Kaia began blushing darkly. Talia, meanwhile, looked thoughtful. Min grinned like she’d just heard a wonderful joke. She slid away from the table and went to fetch drinks for everyone. Nemesis accepted his with a nod of thanks. 
He was content to sip the strange peat-flavored alcohol. This brew wasn’t potent enough to affect him now that he was C-rank, yet he found he enjoyed the mossy, smokey flavor. He spent some time rolling it around on his tongue before he swallowed. By the time he paid attention to the conversation, everyone had acknowledged they hadn’t detected anything.
The next few minutes convincing them he hadn’t seen anything truly embarrassing was annoying, so he decided to redirect the conversation. He set his tankard on the table and glanced at Harper and Min.
“I think we should tell Kaia and Talia of the technique we discovered,” he announced. 
Min nodded, though Harper seemed more guarded. Kaia frowned, a pensive expression crossing her face. Talia simply leaned forward, clearly eager to learn more about whatever he was offering. Nemesis could respect that direct approach to gaining power.
“What…” Kaia paused, then started over. “You’ve learned a new technique that you think we could use? Our elements aren’t very similar.”
Harper shook her head. “No, this isn’t an elemental technique at all, it’s a cultivation practice.”
That caused Kaia to straighten. Nemesis knew that some individuals jealously guarded their cultivation methods. He found the humanoid practices to be ridiculously complicated, though after he’d witnessed the odd way they drew in energy, he’d become slightly more sympathetic. Eating cores was so much simpler. 
Min reached out and rested her hand on Kaia’s forearm. “We’ve discovered a way to dual cultivate with Nemesis. One round was enough to push Harper into C-rank, and when I tried it I made significant strides toward B-rank.”
Talia shifted to sit next to him and tapped her finger on his thigh to signal her desire for a private conversation. Nemesis shifted away from the table and walked with her to the other side of the tavern. Min, Harper, and Kaia were so engrossed in answering Kaia’s question he didn’t think they even noticed the dragons move.
“How did it feel?” Talia asked, keeping her voice down to avoid drawing attention.
Nemesis contemplated the emotions he sensed coming from the other dragon. Talia radiated eagerness, anxiety, and a surprising amount of hope. He drained the last of his alcohol, then set the tankard on the bar. It gave him a moment to organize his thoughts.
“Humanoid mana is painful. I don’t know what they do to it inside their bodies, but it hits the core hard, and it burns inside the body… though meditation and study haven’t showed any sign of damage from the practice. It requires a strange dichotomy of practice. The energy seems to be generated through primal passions, savage instincts, and letting higher thought go… but the energy is more effective when condensed and focused. All of my scores except Lethality rose with just three cultivation sessions. My Physicality score increased numerous times. I’m on the brink of C6. If the rate of growth is steady then it is possible my lovers could fuck me to B-rank within a month.”
Talia’s entire being radiated a naked avarice that matched what Nemesis had experienced when he’d fled his own cavern earlier that day. He reached up and rested a hand on her shoulder.
“I should warn you, there are some mental side effects. My instincts were so heightened , after three attempts that it was all I could do to allow the women to sleep. I felt urges bidding me to ravish them again and again, to grow to godhood. I was forced to flee, and while hunting for something to kill… I was so primed I pounced on that elven traitor without even knowing what he was.”
The warning sobered her, though it didn’t diminish her greed much. He could see the thoughts racing behind her eyes.
“Tell me,” Talia said, “are your psionic powers required for the technique to work?”
Nemesis shrugged. “I do not know. It’s possible I formed some kind of bridge without knowing. When Harper attempted this while I was D-rank, the mana knocked me to the floor and simply caused pain. It could be that reaching C-rank was what made me sturdy enough to survive the attempt.”
Talia was now nearly panting with the want for power. Her short robe strained to contain her chest, which Nemesis couldn’t help but notice. Talia’s figure was… flawed, from the perspective of blending in with humans. Scales coated her arms and legs for significant areas, and her hair was decidedly metallic in color—yet that paled in compared to her figure. She’d failed to recreate any of the natural sag of the human breast, so her chest defied gravity in a manner no human would could manage. The fact she hadn’t been subtle in their size made them all the harder to overlook. 
It was several seconds of staring before he realized that she was drawing his attention intentionally. He forced his eyes up and noticed she was studying him carefully. The cunning in her expression reminded him that Talia, unlike Artax, Cambus, and many of their classmates, was very intelligent.
“If my rider and I cannot perform this technique alone, will you take us into your harem and empower us?” she asked. There was no subtly or tact to the question; it was blunt and refreshing. Nemesis almost sighed at how concise it was.
“Of course. You’re physically appealing, experience has told me I can trust the pair of you, and your true form is extremely enticing. I will gladly fuck the pair of you until you’re nearly my equal.”
It didn’t need to be said that he would always be the more powerful. If he was the only male using the technique and each of the women required his assistance, then he’d benefit four times for every once they grew. He supposed a human might have whined about fairness or something. To him, that just seemed proper.
Though the thought did spur a need to warn her of something. “You’ll have to caution your rider that if I take the pair of you in, you’re subservient to me. There’ll never be another male to touch either of you. Your relationship can continue, but should you ever go into heat, I will breed you and tolerate no competition. Is that clear?”
Talia regarded him with the eyes of a predator. She looked him over and he saw the calculations she was running—in fact, he watched her run them. His mind studied her thoughts as she reviewed his true form, and he smiled as she entertained fantasies of their mating flight. He was forced to resist the temptation to improve her imagination… she hadn’t quite captured how amazing he truly was.
He'd help correct her ignorance at some point.
Still, she came to her decision swiftly. “Acceptable. You are willing to provide Kaia children of your bloodline? She has stated a desire for offspring. I know the mammal method is… squishy, yet she has longed for a baby to hold and play with.”
Nemesis shared Talia’s slight shudder at the idea of live birth, but he couldn’t deny the vanity spark provided at the idea of breeding the other dragon’s rider. “I think that is something I could manage. While I don’t particularly wish to play with human babes… I suppose ones gifted with our blood would be palatable.”
Talia’s smile was wide and she planted a small kiss on his cheek. “I will go speak with Kaia. I look forward to our partnership.”
Her eyes ran over him once more and he returned the frank assessment. She flashed him teeth when his eyes returned to hers, and this time he did send her a mental image: he gifted her with the image of herself on her knees, her breasts wrapped about his manhood and a glazed look of joy in her eyes.
She let out a bark of laughter, then squinted, forming an image of her own. She presented him the sight of herself and Kaia, naked and heaving with sweat, the pair of them staring up at him in anticipation as they beckoned him between them. 
Nemesis grunted, giving her a nod to acknowledge his enjoyment at the sight. The golden dragon spun and skipped away happily. She wasted little time in plucking Kaia from her chair. The auburn-haired woman let out a squawk as she was heaved over Talia’s shoulder and carried out the door of the tavern. 
Min and Harper turned in their chairs to look at him. Nemesis met their gazes and offered a simple shrug.
“We concluded our negotiations and Talia decided she needed to speak with her rider on the matter. I suppose she didn’t feel the need to wait for you to finish your conversation. I apologize, I didn’t realize she’d be so eager.”
That last wasn’t quite true. If asked, he’d have guessed she’d react that way. The drive to become powerful was instinctive in all dragons, and a pleasurable way to grow was hard to resist.
Still, both his lovers seemed quite happy with the apology, so he didn’t think it had hurt anything.





Harper asked him to take watch in one of the towers while she worked on some potions, and he agreed. The job was horridly boring, yet he understood the need for it. Even  his body would grow tired if he spent the entire time gliding in circles around the outpost. 
He did warn his rider that he’d be taking frequent flights to expand his view, but she didn’t think that would be an issue. He was always relieved when she was sensible. He’d seen more than a few riders who couldn’t seem to grasp that dragons would not thrive when trying to perfectly mimic human patterns. 
Truthfully, the time alone in the watchtower gave him quiet moments to go over the rapid changes he’d experienced in the last couple weeks. He’d barely had time to grasp his rise to C-rank before they’d discovered the dual cultivation method, and now he was on the cusp of C6. If they had another battle against the orcs soon and he ate enough of the dead, he might find himself sitting at C5 by the time Cambus and Jaden arrived.
If he found the time to fuck Kaia and Talia he was sure he’d reach it.
A brief fantasy of Cambus arriving, strutting about in his power as a War dragon… only to find Nemesis sitting at B-rank flitted through the dragon’s mind and he couldn’t help but chuckle in dark amusement. The stupid green would have no way to grasp how their cultivation had changed so swiftly. Not even his noble rider’s wealth could provide Cambus the cores needed to bridge that gap.
The crisp night air slid over his skin when he leaped off the side of the tower. Wrapping himself in his telekinesis, he hurled his body high into the air. It was a move he couldn’t do in dragon form, since his mass in his true body was far too great. Yet he found his elven weight negligible, and once he was high enough his body returned to the perfection it was. His wings snapped out and he swept a swift spiral around the outpost.
Then Nemesis flapped to gain altitude and do a proper perimeter check. 
His sweep didn’t reveal anything. The gryphons were roosting outside their riders’ barracks. He did a quick count of the mounts. They’re down to… three? How many dwarves did they bring? They sent three away… It took Nemesis a moment to remember… They had four dwarves originally, which means there has to be one left. He noted the gryphons were still gnawing on the rhino bones and his stomach gurgled in response. 
He swung over their outpost and found the formation that held the dead spirit beasts while pushing back the forces of decay. He pulled one of the carcasses out and landed on the newly reinforced inner wall. The thing didn’t crumble under his weight, so he took that as a positive sign. 
The earth mana in the rhino wasn’t beneficial for his growth, but it would serve fine to fill his belly. Given he couldn’t leave to hunt something more appropriate while watching over the outpost, he’d have to make do.
Nemesis stared at the dead animal and used his claw to carefully slice through the flesh of its belly. Between his telekinesis and his claws, he was able to peel its thick skin off its body. He wrapped that skin into a bloody bundle and floated to the warehouse they’d set up to store trade goods. Then he set into tearing the carcass apart with a few powerful bites. 
The meat was dense, though weak in mana. It succeeded in sating his hunger and that was when he realized he’d forgotten something: he hated taking his elven form with a full stomach. He glared at the watchtower, then sighed and triggered the shift.
The bloated sensation wasn’t pleasant, yet the weak energy in the meat actually made it more palatable. He floated himself to the top of the tower and resumed his stewardship. 
Being able to levitate my body with telekinesis is new. I’ll have to explore what else I can do now that I am advancing again. Most dragons can manipulate their internal mana and produce elemental effects, though not as powerfully as Talia… I don’t have that option. 
He had to stop his teeth grinding as he contemplated that unfairness. He was immune to several elements thanks to their density in his body, yet he couldn’t project a single one of them outside his flesh. He couldn’t even truly use internal techniques the way Min could. It grated on him. 
But I can move things. The weight I’m able to lift is constantly rising, but there are times when moving something smaller is better. How small can I go?
He ran his eyes over the camp until he found several small pieces of lumber. Floating them to him was effortless, and when he had the boards before him he focused on the individual grains in the wood. 
He couldn’t define what he sensed through his telekinesis. The board seemed to be made up of many small… things. He couldn’t narrow his focus down to grasp the individual specks, however—those were too tiny for him to get a grip on. 
He divided his attention between scanning the horizon for minds and trying to manipulate the grains of wood. Hours passed before one of the boards suddenly burst into flames. The sudden eruption took Nemesis by surprise and he almost threw the small plank into the lake before he realized he needed to review exactly what he’d been doing to it. 
He’d been working on moving the small pieces around, trying to see if he could make the wood move under his guidance… during the process, he’d gotten annoyed that they kept splintering, and in his frustration he’d imaged rubbing them against each other to soften the material. So why had they exploded into flames?
Nemesis resented every moment he had to look up to scan the area around the camp, but he didn’t neglect his duty. Each time he assured himself there was nothing on the horizon, he turned back to his project. Turning his attention to a new piece of wood, he began to stimulate the bits. This time the dragon made sure to watch the mana flows, just to see if that offered any insight. What he saw surprised him.
When I rub the wood against itself it generates fire mana? But why would it do that? The build-up is miniscule, yet when I agitate the particles quickly, the mana spikes and the wood combusts. Does that mean the act of moving generates fire mana? 
He set the wood down and hurled himself into the air again. Once he’d taken his true form and begun another patrol, he allowed himself to continue theorizing. 
Flame practitioners are often able to enhance their movement through fire mana, so there must be some connection there. If heat is a side-effect of movement, does that mean preventing movement would remove heat?
Nemesis snorted at that idea. The wood hadn’t been moving until he made it, yet he’d detected no signs of ice mana. The fire had also remained after he’d stopped moving the small pieces of wood, which meant that theory was nonsense. There were no ice practitioners in the area for him to speak to, so he tossed that train of thought away.
If I can cause wood to burn through telekinesis, can I do the same with metal? 
He glided over the tower and snatched a buckle off the back of one of the gryphons. The light sparkling off the buckle was what caught his attention. The gryphon didn’t even wake up when the strap broke. A moment later, Nemesis touched down on the watchtower in his elven form and lifted the leather and metal to his eyes.
Frustration welled when he was confronted with the fact that the small pieces inside the metal were shaped differently than the wood… and the leather didn’t match what he’d seen either. Why are all these small parts so strange? he asked silently. 
He didn’t have a lot of metal to work with, so he set that aside and focused on the two-foot-long strap of leather that had come with it. Once he had it removed from the buckle, he narrowed his concentration. Fire mana began growing in his vision as he tried to move the particles around. He found he could manipulate the leather… but that didn’t shock him. Fabric was easy to control that way.
Still, when he aimed to move the pieces faster, the leather did burst into flames, and just like the wood, the fire didn’t go out when he stopped. He set the burning pile of leather aside and frowned. His fingers traced around the metal buckle as he considered what he was learning.
Rapid movement of small particles causes heat to build up until the object burns. There must be a threshold for the fire mana, and when the material can’t handle the amount of mana, it is released… and then it acts like normal fire mana. So now I have to find out, does it work on metal?
Repeating his experiment proved two things. First, he could produce fire mana inside metal through the same process, though it took more energy. Secondly, metal could hold a great deal more fire mana, and instead of bursting into flames, the material melted. That, in and of itself, was a fascinating discovery.
It was also tiring. Nemesis found himself frustrated when his concentration wavered, then he realized he’d exhausted his mental abilities. His mind ached from the focus he’d been using. He didn’t even have the energy to use his new levitation trick to take flight again. He jumped off the tower, transformed, and took to the sky the old-fashioned way.
Now flying, Nemesis let his mind rest. His keen gaze ran over the land around the camp. He spent several long minutes simply gliding in slow circles above the outpost, and during the down time he could feel his mental reserves refilling. It appears the mental exhaustion was more from the demand of focusing on such a small area than actually taxing my strength. That offered some comfort. 
Mastering a new technique always takes intense effort. When I first learned to use my telekinesis I suffered headaches for days. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that playing about with this has caused me to feel the strain. Still, if I can set my opponent’s clothing on fire… that will give me an interesting method of attack.
He daydreamed about causing the straps on Cambus’ saddle to burst into flames without warning and roast Jaden alive while the human plummeted to his death, then discarded it. Unless the man was a complete fool he’d have purchased warding formations to protect him from psionics. Only a supreme idiot would spend so much time antagonizing a dragon of Nemesis’ caliber and not prepare for reprisals. 
The dragon spent nearly an hour circling to let his mind rest. His daydreams and power fantasies gradually shifted to a desire to return to his lair and see what he could gain from further cultivation with his lovers. His scales itched as he repressed his arousal. He found himself glad that his own reproductive organ remained safely within his armor unless he released it. Mammals are so… trashy. Just letting their business hang out at all times. It might be enjoyable to look at on the females, but the only way I can bear the sight of my own is that I made it properly draconic. I think I’d die of shame to be seen with one of those tiny human worms flopping about.
He snorted and felt a shudder pass down his spine at the idea of such an indignity. He’d grown to enjoy looking at some humanoid females, but it had taken years before he’d grasped which parts were meant to be enjoyed and which weren’t. It had taken quite a while to get over how tiny their teeth were when they smiled.
I don’t think I’d have ever learned to love their looks if not for Harper. My bond with her let me see the mind and soul she possessed—looking beyond her frail body came naturally. I suppose over time I gained some… enjoyment… in looking at people with similar shapes to hers. Their breasts are nothing compared to the slim neck of a dragon, but they are fun in their own way.
He pushed aside the idea of draconic beauty for the moment. Talia’s recent negotiations had reminded him that mating in his true form might soon be in his future, and that produced a small measure of anxiety. He had no doubts he would fertilize glorious eggs, and he was no longer the weakling he had been. Yet mating flights were rare and powerful things. He’d only seen one in his time at the Scaleguard training academy.
The pair of reds that had flown had fought off three rival males while consummating their coupling. The female had known who she wanted, so she’d assisted her lover in driving away the competition, though it had been a near things. The dragons had nearly fallen to their deaths as they mated, unable to fly while their bodies were joined. 
Nemesis banked and began to glide back toward the watchtower. His mind felt refreshed, so he was now ready to examine the telekinetic technique to see if he could streamline it. His crimson eyes narrowed as a tiny flash of moonlight glinted off the ground near the outer walls.
Nemesis shifted to fly as silently as he could, secure in the knowledge his scales would keep him hidden against the night sky. He extended his mental senses and found three mind sparks hiding in the rocks near the lake. They were dense. The sentient beings were stalking the camp and he was in the perfect position to ambush them. However…
The dragon narrowed his focus and split his attention to attempt to read their surface thoughts. The language was unfamiliar to him, but he soon found himself able to translate the patterns. Two of the beings were ogre magi, shamans. The third was something different, a variant evolution of some sort. The creature’s mind resonated very similarly to the orcs, except they viewed everything much… smaller?
Not wanting to miss an opportunity to test himself, Nemesis locked onto one of the shaman’s minds and sought to tear it free. The being let out a scream of pain and Nemesis saw them spew blood across the stones they were hiding among. The shaman clutched at his head and released another scream as Nemesis wrenched at his consciousness a second time. When the ball of thought zipped through the air to him, the shaman’s body collapsed.
The other two had spun and begun looking for the source of the attack. Nemesis swallowed the shaman’s essence and sent a warning to Harper. ‘Alert the camp, I’ve found some enemies sneaking up on us.’
He inhaled and spat a stream of acid into the face of the second shaman just as the woman looked upward. Her screams of pain were drowned out by the caustic liquid flooding her throat. Nemesis ignored her, confident she would soon die.
His attention was on their strange companion. The moon had shifted enough to change the lighting and the glow had finally given him a good look at the being. 
Before him was a giant. A thirty-foot-tall being with ink-black skin and wind mana swirling around him. The figure had clearly evolved from orcs, his tusked features made that obvious… but Nemesis had time to note that the slender build was far different… just before the giant threw himself into the air and began running on small clouds that appeared beneath his feet.
Straight toward Nemesis.





A wind cultivator. Fascinating. 
Nemesis felt little fear in the face of the giant striding through the air toward him, though that superiority was challenged when the figure began hurling crescents of razor-thin wind toward his wings. Nemesis swiftly gained altitude as he drew breath to send acid toward the giant.
The difficulty Nemesis faced was that he didn’t wish to kill the giant—he was hoping to capture him. That impulse caused him to release his indrawn breath with a snort that left a foul taste in his mouth. He folded his wings against his sides and dropped straight at the giant. The dragon was forced to form a telekinetic wedge ahead of his snout to block the wind blades that continued to fly at him.
Huh, I go faster with this shield in place, he noted in idle fascination. The giant attempted to sidestep, but Nemesis used his tail like a rudder to alter his descent. 
When the giant activated some technique that momentarily turned his entire body into wind, Nemesis flashed through where he’d previously been. Snapping his wings open, he swiftly regained his altitude and curved to dive again. What followed was a game of cat and mouse over the outpost… one that grew ever more dangerous for the giant as the others woke and took their positions on the watchtowers.
Nemesis warned each of them that he was seeking to bring the giant in alive, so they were careful with the attacks they launched. 
Most of them. 
Nemesis slapped Cron off a roof with his tail as he glided past when the woman refused to stop sending poison bolts into the sky. He took note of the mana and technique she used, but dismissed her from his mind… until her damned gryphon launched itself at him. That was when he remembered the warning about how the birdbrains were territorial.
While the distraction seemed like good news for the giant, it proved to be a temporary respite. Talia and Artax were now gliding around the battle, and the huge blue took it on himself to snap the gryphon out of the air in a single bite of his jaws. Talia, meanwhile, kept the giant caged in an ever-growing mesh of flames.
It was when the flame cage started to tighten that the dark-skinned figure finally dropped to the ground and surrendered. 
Nemesis landed behind him, and while his head wasn’t quite as tall as the giant, he confirmed his body was notably longer. Artax was fully able to look the wind user in the eyes, and the giant didn’t seem to enjoy staring into the dragon’s gaze. Talia remained in place behind their prisoner, not releasing the cage of mana she’d formed around him.
‘On your knees,’ Nemesis roared into the giant’s mind. He did his best to match the speech patterns he’d sensed before, something easier now that he’d consumed the mind of a shaman. The giant’s face flashed with terror and he shrunk down to kneel without hesitation. 
“Nemmy, did you just talk to—” Harper’s question was interrupted by an outraged Dar charging at Nemesis’ side.
“How dare you!” the legionnaire screamed. Nemesis twisted his head to look at the purple-haired figure. The man slammed his ax against Nemesis’ scales, grunting when the blade rebounded without leaving a scratch. 
Min hit the soldier at the waist in a spear tackle that drove him into the side of a warehouse. Nemesis snorted in amusement at the sound of broken bones. His lover lifted herself off the man, then spun and snapped her foot against his temple with a sickening crunch. A gryphon screamed in rage, but a brilliant flash a second later signaled Artax taking care of the threat. 
Nemesis flared in his nostrils and sighed. They smelled like roasted chicken. Pity the things are better suited to Artax’ cultivation.
Kaia came around a corner dragging Cron. The woman was bound in chains and appeared to have a broken arm, though whether that was from Kaia’s shackling or Nemesis striking her off the roof, he wasn’t quite sure. He narrowed his eyes and scanned Cron’s mind… then repeated the technique on Dar.
What he found had him wrinkling his lips and revealing his fangs. ‘Strip them. You’ll find talismans glued to the center of their backs. They’ve been absorbing beast cores directly to save coins. That’s why they’re so… off,’ he sent to everyone. 
He put the pair out of his mind, then turned his attention back to his rider and their prisoner. Harper was glaring at the fallen Dar, but when he rumbled she snapped her head back to him. The half-elf flashed him a smile and stepped to his side. He preened when she rubbed her hand against the scales on his leg.
“Good job,” she said. “I was surprised that you could reach his mind. Have you learned their language?”
Nemesis shook his head slightly. ‘Not quite. It’s more that I’ve absorbed enough of their thought patterns to blend my telepathy with their way of speaking. Sort of… harmonizing with their mind. But I believe he can understand me.’
Artax let out a warning growl at something going on behind him, yet Nemesis refused to be distracted from the giant again. Talia wouldn’t be able to maintain her cage forever. He realized the giant was studying them. Fear dominated their captive, but there was a questing sensation that made Nemesis believe he was seeking a way to escape. 
“See if he speaks our language,” Harper suggested.
Nemesis nodded, then focused his crimson gaze on the giant’s eyes. ‘If you can’t speak with us, you’re useless. Your wind cultivation will strengthen the blue and I’ll enjoy watching him eat you from the feet up… alive. Nod if you understand.’
Unlike before, he didn’t bother to match the giant’s mental pattern. He broadcast it in the imperial tongue and felt absolutely no response from the giant. Confusion spread across the figure’s face and the tall cultivator reached up to rub his head as though pained. 
‘Speak!’ Nemesis bellowed into the giant’s mind. This time he harmonized his sending with the language of his thoughts, and the figure immediately began babbling an unintelligible stream of nonsense. The dragon snorted in disgust and looked down at Harper. “He’s useless,” he said out loud. 
There was more sounds of a scuffle behind him and Nemesis craned his neck to see that Cron had been stripped and tied with thick wooden vines. The tusked woman might have been beautiful… if not for the signs of corruption covering her belly and breasts. Black veins crisscrossed her skin and her face was a rictus of madness. 
Nemesis glanced at Dar and found the man had similar, though less extensive, marring. His cultivation was clearly rotting from the impurities that came with absorbing a beast core directly into his soul. His eye patch had been dislodged at some point and the dragon was surprised to see an actual beast eye staring back at him. The feline eye was crystal blue and narrowed to a hateful slit. 
What was more important was that none of the Scaleguard appeared injured. Artax had one paw splayed across Cron’s back and his talons had the woman pinned to the ground. The blue was chewing a feathered mass that was likely Dar’s gryphon, judging by the charring. He seemed quite pleased with himself.
“Are they going to be a problem?” Nemesis asked.
Kaia shook her head. “Standard beast core taint. We’ve marked down the signs of corruption. I dragged this one out to act as a witness.” By ‘this one’ she meant the last of the dwarves. 
That fellow was sweating profusely and kept glancing at his superiors in horror. Nemesis didn’t blame him. The penalty for tainting one’s cultivation while serving the empire was death. When the dwarf began to stammer his confirmation as witness, Kaia used her blade to slice Dar’s head from his shoulders. Min, not wasting time, put her spear through the center of Cron’s forehead. 
“I’ll burn the bodies, and you’ll help,” Kaia announced to the dwarf. She motioned for the legionnaire to fetch Cron’s body. The man didn’t seem in a hurry to approach Artax, so she gave him a shove. Once they were on their way, Nemesis turned his attention to Talia.
“How long can you hold the cage?” he asked. 
The gold dragon had been patiently waiting behind the giant. Her eyes were narrowed in focus, and cords of mana looped off of her body and flowed into the mesh of flames around the giant. She didn’t seem to be straining, though every line of her body radiated both boredom and contempt.
“I’m fine, though if we can’t gain anything from him we should just kill him. A thirty-foot-tall prisoner doesn’t seem practical.”
Nemesis grunted in agreement, then looked at Harper. “What do you think?”
He’d been monitoring the giant’s moods through everything. The behemoth didn’t seem to grasp any part of what they were saying; he had, however, felt disgust and approval at the execution of the legionnaires, which implied he understood what was going on. Yet Nemesis hadn’t caught a single flicker of comprehension when they spoke, which he passed on to Harper.
“His cultivation would benefit Artax or Talia. Since Artax just ate two gryphon cores, I think it’s fair to give him to Talia,” Harper said. 
His playful, sensitive rider showed no sign of her softer side as she consigned their prisoner to death and devouring. Nemesis pulsed pride across the bond and saw her flush slightly. When she leaned against his leg, he could tell she’d struggled a little with her decision. He didn’t think it was something that could be picked up without their intimate connection, but their bond made it obvious.
Min chimed in with her agreement and that was enough for Talia. Less than a blink later, the gold dragon’s head snapped through the fire cage and closed around the giant’s head. She wrenched her neck to the side and decapitated the cultivator in a single movement. Her throat bulged as she swallowed, then she stepped closer to begin feasting.
Nemesis stepped back so he wasn’t crowding her as she ate. The flames faded, though Talia had ignored the strands that slid across her as she crouched over the giant and began gorging. Given the figure was nearly as large as she was, she had quite a bit to eat. Nemesis turned away and looked down at Harper.
“Should we patrol to make sure there aren’t anymore?” he asked. She nodded, then smiled as he lifted her onto his back with his mind.
“Such a gentleman,” she said. The teasing tone in her voice pleased him. He curled his neck up to preen while walking toward an open area he could take off from.
“I did very well in my classes on etiquette,” he boasted. Harper let out a loud laugh and slapped one of the thick scales on his neck.
“That’s a damned lie and you know it. You lost meal rights for a week because you yelled at Glaive when he took my hand for our first dance lesson.”
Nemesis grunted at the memory—he had hoped Harper had forgotten about that. “I’d never seen you in a dress before… besides, he shouldn’t have flirted with you,” the dragon protested.
He could feel Harper rolling her eyes. “He wasn’t flirting. Kissing a lady’s knuckles is part of the dance request. You’d have known that if you’d been paying attention to the lecture that morning. Instead you were flirting with Persephone.”
Nemesis nearly choked at the accusation. He switched to telepathy because it was easier than clearing his throat to defend his honor aloud. ‘Flirting? She kept throwing knives at me to test my telekinetic reflexes! That dragon is insane. She can’t decide if we’re her hatchlings, her allies, or her next meal. Having her like me turned out to be more dangerous than if she hadn’t known I existed.’
Harper was outright giggling now, so Nemesis took a moment to look back at her. She’d strapped herself in and he saw that she was ready for him to take off. He bunched the muscles of his legs and threw himself upward. Billowing his wings and thrusting down, he quickly flew upward to begin their patrol. Artax and Min, he saw, were also airborne, so he went the opposite direction as the blue, heading across Lake Tarn.
Despite knowing he could hear her over the wind of their flight, Harper chose to continue their conversation mentally. ‘Did you say you ate one of the shaman’s minds?’ she asked. He sensed no disgust or fear in her mood, just curiosity.
‘I did. The technique is still rough, but I was able to pull their thoughts free and absorb them. I found that the energy provided me a greater understanding of the orcs, though no specific details became clear. It was more like gaining impressions. It appears the technique is quite painful as well. It took several tries to tear the mind free and they were spewing up blood the entire time.’
He replayed the shaman’s reaction into Harper’s memories and she seemed to flinch in response. ‘Yes, that… does look painful. Do you think you can master it?’
‘I’m sure I can, though I’ll likely require continued practice. The concentration needed was intense, which makes it a poor attack to use during combat… But as a surprise attack…’ He left that thought unfinished, knowing Harper would grasp it. 
‘Did it change your scores at all? The mind energy has to have some effect, right?’
Nemesis realized then that he hadn’t checked his ranking since the fight. He straightened his wings to glide and took the moment of calm to bring his display up. Disappointment flooded him when he saw that nothing had changed. 
‘I’m sure it had some sort of effect, but nothing significant enough to change my ranking. Likely one mind isn’t enough to tip the balances in a new way. Perhaps if I had gotten all three I’d have gained more.’
Harper, instead of feeling sorry for him, let out a pleased noise. ‘I guess that just means we’ll need to cultivate soon,’ she said. Then her demeanor changed and he felt her rise to her feet in the saddle. ‘Though not now… because unless I am mistaken, that’s a flock of gryphons coming straight toward us.’
Nemesis turned his head in the direction she was looking and his eyes widened. What she’d spotted was so much worse than just a flock of gryphons. An entire unit of the soldiers were winging their way toward the outpost… and behind them was the massive green form of Cambus.





Nemesis chose not to make his way to meet them; instead, he flipped around and flew as fast as he could back toward the outpost. While he glided, he consulted Harper on the legion’s composition.  
‘I thought only one in ten legionnaires was a gryphon rider?’ he sent. He could tell she was looking back down his spine to keep an eye on the oncoming soldiers.
‘There should be a hundred gryphon riders total, since the legion is only sending around a thousand soldiers. Jaden might have wormed a few extra out due to his family influence, but the empire’s troops are pretty set in their organization.’
‘Then it looks like he’s bringing all of the gryphons right now. Jaden wouldn’t have just left nine hundred soldiers marching with their wagons and none of their strongest troops… would he?’ Nemesis couldn’t imagine even Jaden was that… foolish.
‘He might. If he thought there was something to be gained by coming on ahead and leaving them behind, he’d abandon them in a heartbeat. You, Talia, and Artax have all grown significantly since we came out here. He might be hoping to spur Cambus and his own cultivation to a higher tier as well.’
‘That’s stupid, we’ve already cleared out most of the easy to find spirit beasts. The creatures left in the immediate vicinity are all weak. Where is he going to find enough cores to force Cambus to grow?’
Harper’s mental voice turned grim as she gave him an answer that should have been obvious. ‘There’s a whole army of orcs coming, and Cambus is a War dragon. He might be planning to try and wipe out the entire army himself and claim the spoils.’
Nemesis had no idea what Cambus’ true growth potential was. It was possible that Jaden was taking the approach of rapid advancement over a solid foundation. If that was the case, then feeding Cambus’ gluttonous instincts would do the trick. The green dragon wasn’t quite as fat as he had been as a hatchling, but there was certainly more meat on his bones than strictly necessary. His Physicality has always been too high for the obstacle course to burn off his bloat. 
Still, eating an entire army of earth cultivators would be detrimental to Cambus’ development. Sure, his body would grow and his scales would be incredibly durable… but his mind would become a muddled mess. That much earth mana without a balance of proper elements would turn him into even more of a moron… which might suit Jaden fine.
Nemesis shuddered at the realization that guiding Cambus into becoming nothing more than a savage beast might well be Jaden’s hopes. As a cadet, the noble had treated dragons like beasts of burden, and he’d never given Cambus free rein. 
Disgust wrinkled Nemesis’ muzzle and the black dragon had to clench his jaws to contain his desire to roar. He passed his suspicions on to Harper and felt a nauseated agreement radiating from her.
‘It sounds right. We know he doesn’t think of anyone who isn’t a noble as a real person. He’s forced ‘lesser’ cadets and servants to bed, even after being reprimanded. And he’s even worse toward those with bloodlines. I’ve heard him spew hate about beast fuckers and mixed bloods. He and Glaive even got into several arguments about the proper relationship between rider and dragon,’ she told him.
Nemesis snarled. His eyes narrowed as he took in the outpost, which he scanned for any sign that people had gotten there ahead of them. Kaia and Talia were there, and he sensed the dwarf as well, but otherwise the place was empty.
‘Why was he allowed to stay in the Scaleguard?’ the dragon rumbled, calm enough to form his thoughts.
‘Money and connections. I’ve said it before, his family has a lot of power in our kingdom, and the king is valued by the Immortal, so the empire backs the nobility. If you’re not a human or an elf, nobles don’t consider you a person.”
Old angers were returning, though Nemesis did his best to retain his calm. He swept down to land in the camp and reached out for Kaia. ‘Jaden and a host of gryphon riders are coming. Can you use a recall talisman to bring Min back?’
‘Of course,’ she replied. Talia must have been close enough to Kaia for the auburn-haired woman to speak, as Nemesis soon heard a frustrated roar echo from the gold dragon’s location. He heard Harper undoing her straps, and then she was sliding down his side to land smoothly on the ground.
“I’ve got to finish some brewing. I also have a few projects I need to hide in your lair. I don’t want Jaden getting his hands on my purity potions,” she called as she raced away. Nemesis sent a wordless acknowledgement, then turned to face the direction of the incoming legion.
Talia stalked down the lanes between buildings and slipped between the barracks until she was next to him. He was surprised when she curled her tail around his. The gold dragon was now smaller than he was, and she leaned her bulk against his side. “When we can get away from Jaden, I’d like you to fuck my rider until she’s C-rank,” Talia whispered.
Nemesis let out a grunt. The thought wasn’t quite as appealing as it had been the evening before. Suddenly it seemed like a survival requirement, rather than an enjoyable diversion. “Not the way I’d have wanted to begin our partnership,” he rumbled.
“Nor me,” Talia agreed. “If I go into heat soon, Cambus will… try to claim me. Jaden will want to profit on my eggs by claiming them for his noble house. And if I’m not C-rank at the time, then Cambus might be able to force me to give them up. Will you protect me?”
She rubbed her head against his jaw. Nemesis knew it was at least partially manipulative, yet that didn’t make anything she’d said a lie. The idea of a dragon’s eggs being stolen and given to human nobles for their children made his stomach sour.
“Of course. I’ve watched you for a long time… even before I knew why I was looking,” he admitted. The black dragon titled his head and scraped his fangs across the horned mane that protected the base of her neck, prompting her to let out a contented sigh.
“I know, and I’ve enjoyed your looks. You were one of the few hatchlings willing to use your brain. Your cunning is admirable,” she murmured, then she let out a chuckle. “Your scales are quite fetching as well… especially now that you’re not so small.”
Nemesis snorted and lifted his neck to pose. “It isn’t my fault the rest of you were so oversized as hatchlings. Just remember, there is more to a dragon than bulk and brawn.”
The pair shared a laugh that caused the outpost to tremble, and when their laughter calmed, Talia ducked her head under his to press her skull up against the bottom of his head. Nemesis carefully extended one wing across her back and draped it over her. They were still lying like that when Kaia found them.
The redhead paused to take them in and Nemesis sensed admiration and pride warring with a tinge of jealousy in the human. She rested her hands on her hips and drew in a breath that lifted her breastplate. “Well, then,” she said, pausing for a second to flick hair away from her eyes. “I am guessing Talia’s request has been agreed to?”
The gold dragon’s emotions were simple compared to her rider. Talia was an easy-to-understand mix of lust, greed, curiosity, and pride. When Nemesis contemplated what Harper might look like with her face between Kaia’s thighs, he felt the same thing. Kaia, however, seemed distracted, like she wasn’t sure how to feel, though none of her emotions were particularly negative.
“Yes. When we can get away from the spoiled brat I’ll spread your legs and raise your power one orgasm at a time,” Nemesis confirmed smugly. 
Kaia’s mouth dropped open in shock, yet she quickly flared with a mix of desire, embarrassment, and anxiety. Talia let out a snort and bumped her head up against his jaw.
“That is my rider, you know,” she pointed out.
Nemesis produced a thoughtful hum. “With Talia’s approval, I shall fuck you to C-rank,” he said, rephrasing.
“Better,” Talia said.
Kaia’s mouth snapped shut and she pointed a finger at her dragon. “You know, I love you… but I will put you over my knee and remind you who’s boss in the bedroom in a heartbeat.”
That caused the gold dragon to flood with embarrassment, eagerness, and contentment. They seem to have a strange relationship, Nemesis thought. I’d have never predicted that Talia would enjoy being humbled by a human in her bed chambers. And I’m honestly not sure I can see the appeal.
He thought over his interactions with Min and Harper. They could get quite aggressive at times, yet neither came close to dominating him. There were times Min seemed to grow quite aroused at wrestling and struggling, but like Harper she enjoyed being pinned… though he’d noticed she wasn’t as fascinated with the restraints. Harper had this love of ropes that… 
His musing was cut short by a cloud of dust as Artax came in for a landing nearby. 
“Awwww, you two look so cute!” Min squealed before she’d even finished sliding down from Artax’ back. The blonde rushed over and turned her attention to Kaia. “I didn’t see any sign of orcs, though. Why did you call me back?”
Kaia cleared her throat and Nemesis was amused to notice she seemed to be trying to hide embarrassment. He suspected she hadn’t intended to reveal her bedroom dynamics so openly. 
The woman grimaced, then let out a sigh. “Jaden and Cambus are on their way,” she said, not bothering to sugarcoat the news. “They’ve got their whole gryphon flight with them.”
Min looked at Nemesis for confirmation and he bobbed his head. “A hundred gryphons or so. The flock is what drew our attention. They’re traveling in formation and Cambus is following behind them. They should be here soon.”
“Fuck!” Min snarled. She spun and kicked one of the barrack walls. Her metal-shod boot clanged at the impacted and Nemesis noticed she’d cracked the wall. A sound from Artax drew his attention over to the large blue.
Nemesis realized that Artax had been staring at Talia ever since he’d landed. The other dragon’s posture was slumped, defeated. Nemesis contemplated the sign of submission and bobbed his head slightly. ‘You put in a valiant effort at garnering her favor,’ he sent to Artax.
Artax turned his gaze up to Nemesis and let out a discontented rumble, yet showed no sign of challenge. Slowly the dragon extended his head and turned his jaw up to the sky, exposing the underside of his throat to Nemesis. 
Nemesis heard all of the humans gasp in shock. A dragon submitting so clearly was rare, especially since there hadn’t been a battle for dominance. The black dragon extended his neck and snapped his jaw closed around Artax’ throat. His fangs pressed in against the other dragon’s scales, then he released his hold without breaking them. He drew his head back and left Artax unharmed.
The other dragon straightened his neck and let out a roar. 
Min had her hands clasped before her, her gaze rapidly going between the dragons. ‘Nemmy, what the hell was that?’ she demanded in his head.
‘Artax has pined for Talia for a long while now. Seeing her choosing me has forced him to acknowledge I am the superior dragon. He has acknowledged me as his leader and submitted to my authority. I accepted, and now he is mine,’ Nemesis explained. He supposed it was the surprise that had Min asking obvious questions.
To her credit, she felt… conflicted. He could tell she was sad for Artax. Submitting to another dragon was bruising on the ego, and she doubtlessly worried about the blue’s sense of self. At the same time, Nemesis could tell she felt happy for him, and had pride in her lover’s strength. It continually amazed him how complicated mammal emotions were.
‘I will treat him well,’ he assured her. Her head snapped around to look at him.
‘You’d better’ she returned. ‘I know where you sleep.’
‘On top of you, often enough,’ he shot back. Unlike Kaia, Min showed no embarrassment. If she’d been a dragon she’d have been preening at the comment. But she quickly sobered.
“We’ll need to double check the barracks and ensure we can handle all the troops. They were supposed to send an advance party to help prepare their own quarters… but we saw how well that went. Jaden will throw a shit fit if there are any delays,” Min said. She turned to Kaia. “Let’s use the rhino cores we set aside.”
Kaia nodded, then motioned to her dragon. Nemesis bit back a grumble as Talia slid out from under his wing. The gold dragon rippled while she shrank down into her human-ish form. She flashed him a smile over her shoulder, then quickly raced off down the lane toward the formation workshop. Kaia was already jogging in that direction.
Min turned back to look at Nemesis. She opened her mouth for a moment, then closed it. He watched as her shoulders slumped. “I hate to say it, but I’ve got to take Artax out to meet Jaden and escort him in. It will serve as proof we’re not slacking in our patrols and give him less to bitch about.”
Nemesis growled, yet he couldn’t deny she was right. 
Slowly, the black dragon leaned his head down and rubbed the tip of his horn against her cheek. She cupped the sharp point between her palms and planted a tiny kiss on the tip. Then she spun and leaped to land on the special saddle atop Artax.
Nemesis helped her along by strapping her in place with his telekinesis, then backed up to give Artax room to take off. Once the dragon was airborne Nemesis shifted into his elven form and went to the alchemy laboratory. 
He paused at the doorway to look for signs in the mana flows that Harper was doing something sensitive. Something his aura might disrupt. The energy patterns appeared stable, so he opened the door and quietly slipped inside.
He found her standing over her cauldron. The bird-beaked mask she wore to protect herself from fumes was firmly strapped around her head. She’d stripped down to the waist and her slender body was currently coated in metal. He noticed she’d also gathered her black hair into a tight bun at the back of her skull to keep it away from the fluid she was stirring.
Her head turned as she took a quick glance in his direction, then she focused on her cauldron once more.
“Oh, you’re just in time. Come here, please,” she said. Her voice was muffled by the mask, but Nemesis had no trouble understanding her. He made his way over to her cauldron and paused at his lover’s side. She looked at him again. 
“Can you bleed into this for me?” she asked.





Nemesis stared at her in consternation.  
“Come on, some dragon blood will boost the potion’s power significantly,” she said. She wasn’t quite begging, but Nemesis could tell it was important to her for some reason. At the same time… requesting his blood was a bold thing. Persephone had drilled it into his head how dangerous giving away parts of himself were. Still, he trusted his rider.
“Alright. What kind of blood?” he asked.
Nemesis was no expert, but he knew alchemists had different standards of measurement than normal people. To him, blood was blood, but he’d Harper mumble on more than one occasion about sample qualities.
Her response was to draw out formation papers that he recognized. She shot him a sympathetic look as he sighed. “I know,” she said, “it’s not like I enjoy sticking a tube into your chest…”
Instead of complaining, Nemesis simply walked back out of the workshop and let his true form swell to the surface. He then carefully lowered himself onto his belly so she could reach the center of his chest. It took her some time to arrange the formation ribbons on his scales to frame a perfect circle over his heart. 
Nemesis wasn’t idle while she worked, using the time to continually scan the skyline for any sign of the gryphons or Cambus. He had no desire to be vulnerable for longer than necessary, and he’d destroy the formation in a heartbeat should he see sign of the legion.
For all his paranoia, the sky remained clear while Harper fueled the talismans. The ribbons flared with silver light, then the scales and meat of his chest seemed to fade into a faint pink mist. He tilted his muzzle down until his head was upside down, the sight of his own beating heart fascinating to him. 
“That’s… disturbing,” he rumbled.
“It is kind of creepy,” Harper agreed. Then she drove the slim metal tube she held directly into the organ in question. As wide as her thumb and long as her arm, the hollow spike began to gurgle. Crimson blood filled the bladder strapped to the end after a mere two beats.
Nemesis grimaced at the stinging sensation, though it didn’t hurt much—it was the visual that was the worst part. He waited for Harper to pull the spike free before he telekinetically tore the paper ribbons to shreds. His flesh solidified, and he sighed in relief at the sight of his perfect scales once more covering his chest.
He tilted his head to turn his eye to her. “Did you get what you need?”
Harper looked up from the sloshing bag. Given it was the size of her head, he certainly hoped it was enough. Judging by the joy on her face, it had been a success. “Yes! Thank you. Trust me, this should do amazing things for us. You won’t regret it.”
Nemesis extended his tongue and fluttered the tip along her neck. The tang of potion fumes gave her skin an unpleasant taste, but in that moment he didn’t care. “Just make sure that is well hidden. I don’t want anyone getting their hands on it but you.”
Harper planted a kiss on his nose and spun to run back to her alchemical projects. The dragon watched as formations lit up around the building to contain and conceal the mana flows inside the structure. 
With nothing to do until he was forced to deal with Jaden’s arrival, he chose to curl across the front entrance of the workshop. He kept his eyes turned in the direction the legion should appear, compelled to guard Harper against intrusion. He reached toward Min with his mind, though he failed to reach her. The human’s mind was growing stronger, but the distance was too great.
Cambus isn’t exactly a fast flier. At least he wasn’t during training. The gryphons could probably make it here and back several times before he arrives. To be honest, I could never tell how much of the sluggard’s problem was sloth and how much was bulk. With his size he can fly for days without sleeping… but I don’t think I’ve ever seen him spend more than a few hours in the air at any one time.
Nemesis found the duo of Jaden and Cambus confusing. Cambus had done nothing but eat as a hatchling, to the point Jaden had tried to make servants carry the fat green thing around. According to Min, the boy had even bribed Scaleguard personnel to cart Cambus place to place for him. When he was rebuffed, he’d been forced to move the dragon on his own.
Cambus had killed whatever had been guarding his cavern, which meant he was fully capable of moving on his own. Beyond that, the bond between the two of them seemed nothing like the one he shared with Harper. He’d never seen any sign that Cambus even liked Jaden… yet the dragon was begrudgingly obedient. 
There were those rumors about nobles using a ritual to forcefully bond their dragons. Min and Artax seem to have a normal connection, but there were a couple other trainees who seemed as unlikely as Jaden. Is it possible the bond damages the dragon in some way if forced?
Nemesis curled his tail around his body and spent a moment gnawing on an itchy scale. His eyes narrowed to slits as he contemplated the idea of humans using magic to enslave dragon hatchlings. He hadn’t seen any proof yet, but he couldn’t deny that the dragons in pairs who seemed to have no respect for each other were all… dumb. Cambus wasn’t the only dragon in their group that showed substandard intelligence.
I should ask Min about how her family got their dragon eggs. I know she said they bought them, but maybe she can remember more. Nemesis paused as he contemplated how young Min had been when they first met. I had no idea how to gauge humanoid life spans back then. I thought they were grown and mature… it wasn’t until their bodies stopped changing that I realized they were hatchlings like me.
Not that it mattered to him. His lifespan had no actual end as long as he avoided being killed. He could have stayed safe in some lair and let time grow his power. Ambient mana and the flesh of his kills would have gradually pushed him through the ranks. He’d never have been as powerful as the dragon he was today, yet he’d still have been more than a match for many cultivators.
Nemesis snorted, unable to imagine a world where he’d have been content to wait a hundred years before he was even large enough to kill a proper cow. That led him to wonder if the legion’s main body was bringing any livestock. I haven’t eaten a cow in months. Or a pig. Mmmm, a pig would be delightful. 
There was nothing wrong with the flavor of spirit beasts—some were delicious. Still, he couldn’t deny that he missed some of the staples from his training. While the Scaleguard had stopped providing spirit beasts to let him grow after he reached the ‘appropriate’ rank, they’d never hesitated to provide livestock to sate his hunger. His stomach rumbled and he snorted. Thinking about pork always wakes my hunger, he muttered to himself.
His attention was suddenly drawn to the alchemy workshop. The formations prevented him from seeing what was going on within the building, but they did nothing to stop the joy and triumph that was emanating from Harper. More, there was a shimmer of light descending from the sky to strike the building.
A brush of something hit his scales. It reminded him of the moment above the lake when he’d grasped the consuming darkness. This energy was… proud. Harper’s mind fell into a trance as enlightenment took her, so Nemesis backed off to give her privacy. Whatever she’d grasped was strong. Energy surged along the bonds that united them. 
He found himself wishing he were in his lair so he could hibernate and absorb the power properly.
Further thought on the matter was made impossible by a contact on his mind. ‘Nemesis, can you hear me? We’ll be there soon!’ Min yelled. The connection was raw, but her voice came to his mind loudly enough that he almost flinched in shock.
‘I can hear you. You don’t have to mentally scream. Picture where you are,’ he responded. Moments later, he saw the mountains on the other side of Lake Tarn. The flock was about to cross over them. Min turned her head and looked over to Cambus, which showed Nemesis the green was even larger than he’d imagined. ‘Hasn’t been skimping on the meals, has he?’
In truth, he was impressed that she was sharing her sight. He’d expected her to push her recent memory to him; instead, she’d given him access to her own eyes. Her vision was blocked every so often as Artax flapped his wings, but what she was looking at was enough to make his vision tint red. 
Cambus was larger than Artax, that was clear. His scales now looked like oversized tower shields layered around his massive body. His wings were huge, so Min had to keep Artax well to the side to avoid clipping the other dragon… because Cambus did not appear to be agile at all. The dragon flew like a thrown boulder. He wobbled from side to side and used his tail to rudder himself relatively straight along his course. 
Nemesis tried to do some mental calculations based on how Min perceived Artax and then Cambus. She obliged him by running her eyes down her own dragon, then Cambus once more. As near as he could tell, the green had to be at least ninety feet long. That put him well over twice Nemesis’ own length. 
He wished that was the worst of the news, but Min had one more thing to tell him. ‘Jaden is radiating C-rank power, and I… think Cambus might be as well. He made a big show of presenting me a writ of ordainment from the empire. He’s been knighted by the kingdom, so he technically outranks the legion commander now. It means he’s a noble in his own right, outside Father’s power. I think someone used a lot of resources to push them over a threshold and that’s why they’re running late.’
Nemesis tasted blood and realized he’d slashed his own tongue with his fangs. The dragon carefully opened his jaw and then closed it again. His flesh was already mending, though the pain served to remind him to control himself. He couldn’t afford to let primal instincts drive him to do something stupid.
‘Hopefully I’m still more powerful. If I’m not, I’ll just have to be sure I get you ladies alone with me long enough,’ he sent back. Min’s emotions warmed at the reminder. “Harper’s having some kind of epiphany in the alchemical lab. I can feel the universe feeding her. She was working on some kind of special potions. We just need to keep Jaden away until she’s awakened from her reverie. Do you know what he plans to do when he arrives?’
‘Yes. He said he has some special method of bringing the legion to us. I have no idea what it could be, but he claims the dragons will be essential.’
Nemesis blinked at the news. There were ways to rapidly move troops, yet it was rarely done. Few individuals found themselves grasping the secrets of distance in a way he didn’t truly understand. Their techniques were almost exclusively used for personal movement techniques and creating enchanted items that stored more materials than one would expect. Jaden was not one of those individuals, the last he’d checked.
Jaden, if he remembered right, was a wood and acid cultivator. It allowed him to survive the fumes that Cambus produced, and of course heal himself. Unlike Min, he’d shown solid skills at external techniques, though he hadn’t become a formation crafter. However, Nemesis didn’t have time to ponder the new knight’s skillset. 
He saw the gryphons beginning to circle the outpost, which meant they were out of time.
He wavered, the drive to guard Harper warring with his need to be there when Jaden landed. It took him several seconds to make up his mind, but finally, he rose to his feet and came out from among the buildings to the cleared space where the gryphons would land.
What confused him was the fact that none of them did. 
A hundred legionnaires on their mounts were slowly circling the outpost, all creating a powerful disturbance in the wind mana around the base. Each of the spirit beasts exuded a wind aura, and having them all together was choking out any other mana type. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling for Nemesis, especially since he had no use for wind.
He grasped their motivation as soon as he saw Cambus coming in for a landing. Instead of using his own power and precision, the green dragon was allowing the gryphons to guide him into place with their control of the wind. They formed a cushion of mana to soften his drop, even stopping his wings from stirring up dust.
When the green touched down, he did so like a dropped feather. He also dominated the clear space. Nemesis didn’t think there was room left for many of the gryphons to land, especially when Artax came down next to Cambus. The green snapped his head around and his jaws scraped Artax’ throat, then began to close. 
In a flash, Nemesis charged across the field and used his own head to slam Cambus’ jaw upward. The bite failed to break Artax’ scales, though the blue was knocked to one side. Cambus recoiled in surprise, then lashed out with a claw to strike Nemesis, yet he twisted before it could land, scaled the green’s body, and went over.
He vaguely heard Jaden squawk in shock as he passed over the human. Nemesis came down on the other side, then lashed out with one of his own forelegs. His claws dug curls of emerald scale away from Cambus’ jaw like torn metal. The blow struck sparks and sent drops of blood flying.
Humans were yelling, and gryphons released powerful shrieks, but Nemesis had ears for none of it. Cambus had challenged his dominance in attempting to place himself higher than Artax, and the black dragon wasn’t going to let it slide. Breath whooshed from his body as Cambus drove forward and used his bulk to slam Nemesis to the ground. In response, he twisted and used his smaller size and agility to slip out from under the green before teeth could find him.
He was sure the fight looked out of control to the mortals around them, yet he remained fully aware of where they were and where the outpost buildings were. He buffeted Cambus’ head with his wings to keep the larger dragon away from the barracks. 
Then a brilliant flash of light ignited between them and both dragons were sent stumbling back, blind.





Nemesis recoiled from the light as he tried to determine what exactly was happening. He instinctively reached out and used the eyes of the mounted gryphon riders to see. What came through showed him that Cambus was just as stunned as he was. 
Jaden was holding a staff that Nemesis vaguely recognized. It was elaborately carved with inscriptions that showed dragons reared back in attack postures. The tip held a white crystal that was currently glowing with intense light. Scaleguard instructors had used crystals just like that to break up dominance fights regularly back at their training grounds. He should have expected Jaden would have one.
To the humanoids the staff was simply bright, a glowing tip that was harsh to look at. For dragons, able to see mana flowing through the world, the staff flashed, pulsed, and flickered in discordant non-patterns that stunned the mind. Nemesis couldn’t even manipulate the mana around him, yet the item was incredibly effective against him. Still, only a fool would think that staff made him safe.
The black dragon very nearly spat a line of acid that might have seen the end of Jaden before he remembered the human reasons to stand down. He forced his head away from the staff and backed away until the flickering beacon wasn’t making it difficult to think. Jaden had been talking the entire time, not that Nemesis had heard a word of it. 
“—my position marred by your inability to control yourself. There will be no further displays. I decide who is the dominant dragon on this base—” Jaden was saying when Nemesis focused on the man’s words. When he realized the nonsense he was spewing, Nemesis went back to ignoring him. 
He turned his eyes to Artax and saw the blue was fine. More, Min was okay. She’d just finished checking her dragon’s throat and now seemed to be waiting for Jaden to calm down. The look on her face reminded him he should at least pretend to listen to the man.
“—is that understood?” Jaden yelled. 
Nemesis blinked his crimson eyes slowly. He wasn’t entirely sure where Jaden had finished his rambling… so he just guessed. “Of course. I’ll be sure to behave myself,” he rumbled out. Nemesis put a bit of sulk into his tone, sure it would soothe the man’s vanity.
And it worked.
Jaden lowered the staff and turned off the tool. The implement vanished somewhere, which made Nemesis think that Jaden was carrying a spatial item of some kind. The human dusted himself off for a moment, and then waved his hand in some vague motion. That appeared to signal the gryphon riders to begin landing. 
Meanwhile the ‘knight’ had turned back to his own dragon. “Go find a place to sleep. You’re too big to remain in the outpost. I’ll have a suitable location built for you at some point so you can remain nearby.”
Nemesis had to flex his jaw to keep it from falling open in shock. The idea that a dragon would live in some manmade structure like… a horse, was staggering to him. And it didn’t even begin to address the problems with putting together a building that could house something of Cambus’ size. None of the pre-made formations would work. 
He was forced to abandon his stunned thoughts because Jaden had walked up to him and was now staring straight into his eyes. Nemesis took a moment to consider how easy it would be to swallow the man, but Min came to stand next to him before he could.
“You,” Jaden said, then he waved at Artax, “and the other dragons of the vanguard are going to need to channel your mana into a portal gate. My men will begin assembling it momentarily. Three dragons should be more than enough to power the system, and that will allow the rest of the legion to march through and take up residence here. You’ll be useless for a few days afterward, but I suspect we won’t have much trouble keeping the place safe from some barbarians.”
The arrogance in his tone had Nemesis gritting his fangs, yet the black dragon also felt a surge of amusement swell in his chest. He glanced at Min and saw that she’d caught the exact same issue he had. ‘You tell him, he’ll take it better from you,’ Nemesis sent to her silently. 
Min put her hand on Jaden’s bicep and leaned close to whisper to him. Nemesis could still hear everything, but the pretense of preserving Jaden’s dignity was the whole point of the act. His ego was too fragile to be treated any other way.
“Jaden, Nemesis is a Vizier dragon—he can’t channel mana. You’ll have to make Cambus do it.”
Jaden’s face turned a dark shade of purple, and for a moment Nemesis thought he was going to lash out. Nemesis knew he wouldn’t be able to keep from killing the human if the man struck Min. His muscles tensed beneath his scales and he checked his bond to see how ready Harper might be to fight their way out of the camp. Sadly, she was still wrapped up in her enlightenment, which meant he’d have to defend her position.
Then Jaden surprised him by calming down. The man pressed his fingers together, splayed and white-tipped as he pushed opposing hands into each other while refusing to allow his palms to touch. The gesture looked ridiculous to Nemesis, but it did seem effective in keeping the man from striking anyone.
“Very well.” Jaden spun and raised his voice to say, “Cambus, you’ll be adding your mana to the gate. Don’t go anywhere.” To no one’s surprise, the lazy dragon hadn’t made a single move to leave the landing area, so the command was… rather redundant. Nemesis swore he saw the dragon roll an eye under his scaly lid. Jaden was still talking, however, now waving a hand at Min. “Go fetch that fat-chested gold dragon of Kaia’s. The one with the ridiculous name.”
Min kept her mouth shut, merely nodding and turning to leave. Nemesis waited, curious to see if Jaden would even acknowledge his presence now that he wasn’t useful for the gate. The golden-haired man wandered about for a time, shouting at his troops. It was a good opportunity for Nemesis to snoop on the minds of the legionnaires, and he didn’t let it go to waste.
What he found, however, was pathetically mundane. Near as he could tell, about sixty of the soldiers held Jaden in contempt. The opinions ranged from him being a glory-seeker to spoiled, noble brat… though three of the women held opinions that were positively venomous. From the memory glimpse Nemesis caught, it was a well-deserved attitude.
Of the rest of the soldiers, nearly all of them thought one officer was the same as any other. They seemed content to simply follow orders and ignore anything outside their world view… except for five. Five of the figures Nemesis scanned had a sycophantic attitude that saw them scurrying around behind Jaden and doing everything they could to ingratiate themselves. Those four men and a solitary woman reeked of ambition. 
Nemesis wasn’t shocked to find the woman was their leader. She’d already captured Jaden’s interest through his cock, and if the noble wasn’t so contemptuous of women in general, she’d probably have been the one making the decisions for the legion.
As it was her sycophantic attitude was laced with contempt for the man… though the things she let Jaden do were—Nemesis pulled away from the woman’s mind and did his best to avoid vomiting on the landing field. He had to swallow several times, and by the time his stomach had calmed he saw Artax staring at him in concern.
‘Humans are filthy creatures,’ he sent to the larger dragon.
Artax seemed to contemplate the troops around them, then let out a snort. Nemesis took that as agreement. 
It took nearly three hours for the legionnaires to set up the gate on the landing field. Several of the men had scattered around the area with formation stakes and beast cores. There were also special buildings for the gryphons going up in five locations around the base. Yet another group had begun another wall, this one a tall, thick bastion that went from the lake to the mountain like a curtain. 
The soldiers scurried around, to the point that Nemesis couldn’t keep track of all of them, though he also didn’t try overly hard. His attention was focused on Jaden. The human didn’t seem to have any defenses against mental intrusion. Nemesis kept a light tether attached to his mind to skim his thoughts, when he could stomach them at all.
How has this idiot managed to remain alive this long? He’s venal, arrogant, and thinks so poorly of the people around him that he leaves himself wide open to betrayal. He’s so convinced of his own majesty that it would be child’s play to assassinate him. His thoughts on dragons have earned him death a hundred times over in the last hour… and also given me much to think about.
Nemesis was hardly shocked to find that Jaden thought of his kind as beasts of burden—the man’s attitude toward Cambus had made that clear. But Jaden’s occasional thought about some grand plan in domesticating the species had Nemesis intrigued; he tried to learn more, but Jaden didn’t seem to actually know much about it. Just that the empire was trying to diminish draconic intelligence and emphasize their power. 
That led Nemesis to examining Cambus more carefully. The dragon’s size couldn’t be denied. He tried skimming the green’s thoughts and was shocked when he was rebuffed. Cambus didn’t seem to notice anything, and Nemesis couldn’t detect an actual defensive technique… it was more like a natural barrier of some sort. 
Can someone weaponize stupidity to form a shield? he wondered. He supposed it was possible that Cambus had some latent psionic abilities, like Min… and that they’d developed into a sort of shield for his thoughts. But the idea that the dragon could intentionally isolate his mind offended Nemesis. 
Narrowing his eyes, Nemesis focused his mind and tried to push in deeper. He relented the moment Cambus showed discomfort, however, not willing to risk alerting everyone to his psionic abilities. He vowed to speak of it with Harper and the others later.
The sound of wings had him tilting his neck to look up. Talia circled the field twice before she found a space to land without crushing someone. Given she’d been at the formation workshop with Kaia, Nemesis was surprised they’d chosen to fly. 
Then he read the mood the pair were radiating: anger, wariness, and offense—clear signs that someone had said something that had them upset. He noted Min was on Talia’s back as well. She resonated the desire to calm them down, and kept whispering in Kaia’s ear.
‘Is everything okay?’ he called out to her through his telepathy. 
‘One of the soldiers burst into the formation area and ruined the plates that Talia was working on. The group that followed made all sorts of comments about how crude the designs were. Then, one of them hit on Kaia in front of Talia. The statement had been crude, and it was all we could do to get Talia to leave without killing him. On the way out, the man said something about no longer needing amateur formation makers now that the experts had arrived. It’s… kind of a mess,’ Min replied with a sigh. Her tone conveyed exactly how little she thought of her brother’s troops. 
Nemesis realized he’d been growling through much of the explanation when he saw that a half-dozen soldiers were eyeing him warily. The men looked ready to bolt if he twitched a wing. The temptation to give them a good scare was great, but he reminded himself that they might all be facing the orcs together soon. 
Which was when he realized that he hadn’t seen Jaden send out any scouts to look for the orcs. 
He suspected that was going to be a common theme until the legion commander arrived. He’d noticed the man had been left behind, and an offhand thought of Jaden’s about keeping the man as far away as possible had confirmed it. Nemesis couldn’t help his curiosity regarding anyone who made Jaden so uncomfortable.
Still, it was hard not to focus on the forming gate. Rods had been carefully assembled to form poles that stood thirty feet high and had been placed twice as far apart. Thin cables of metal had been strung in a complex web pattern between those poles, and Nemesis saw over a dozen inscribed discs being attached to the wires. 
The space between the poles was uncomfortable to look at; the gaps between the wires seemed to bulge in places, while in others the view appeared to shrink. He’d never identified anything as spatial mana before… yet now a thin film of colorless energy was oozing between the poles. Worse, Jaden was taking three of those metal disks to Cambus, Artax, and Talia with instructions to channel their mana. Once the power surged, the disks lashed out to strike the gate with draconic energy.
The activation itself was… anticlimactic. The entire gap between the poles distorted and then vanished. What appeared in its place was a country road with a wagon train stretching down it. Soldiers in steel breastplates and leather trousers were waiting, and they began marching through the hole in space without hesitation. 
Three figures with the crimson-dyed crests of officers came through and started organizing everything. Gryphon riders were dispersed, and troops immediately used earth techniques to harden the ground to make smoother paths for the wagons. Nemesis was shocked at how efficiently everything went. It was a far cry from the way Jaden’s men had rushed about.
The actual legion commander must be a strong personality to have everyone moving so smoothly. Which is good, because I’m not sure how long Talia and Artax are going to last with this channeling. Nemesis glanced at his companions. Artax was slumped, his head lying on the ground, though the blue dutifully continued channeling mana into the disk while Min stroked one of his horns. He looked like he could slip into hibernation at any moment.
Talia wasn’t much better, though being a Magus she had far-larger Magic reserves. Her scales had dulled to a sickly bronze color, though she remained upright and alert. Kaia, still fuming, looked like she was contemplating stabbing Jaden. 
Nemesis would have loved to see that, if he were being honest.
Then an elf strode through the gap and everyone’s attention shifted to the man. Nemesis had never seen a bald elf before, nor one so… small. The man was tiny, not even five feet tall, and if it wasn’t for the aura of danger he exuded when he moved, Nemesis would have laughed at the thought of him commanding a thousand soldiers.
Then he did move, and the smooth flow of his muscles made it clear he was a powerful cultivator of some sort. The aura of killing intent was so mighty Nemesis couldn’t help thinking… 
How does Jaden dismiss this man? 





Chapter 19 
Nemesis watched, fascinated, as the small man turned on Jaden, who seemed completely oblivious to the disapproval coming off the stern figure.
“Why is this portal being powered by the dragons?” he asked. His composure was perfect, almost nothing showing on his face, yet his annoyance was so clear to Nemesis. Jaden snorted dismissively and waved a hand.
“Wasting powerful beast cores to fuel this formation was pointless when we have the dragons. Now our legion is better suited to maintain itself in the coming year.”
A tiny twitch of the bald elf’s eyebrow revealed his annoyance. “The dragons are our most powerful combat unit. Have you considered how much weaker they’ll be until they’ve recovered from having their mana drained?”
Jaden visibly swallowed and Nemesis realized the man had just enough sense of self-preservation not to be rude to the commander. The blonde noble turned to look at the elf squarely. “We’re facing a horde of barbarian cultivators, who are practically beasts themselves. The legion should have no trouble slaughtering all who come. Which is why I have the men improving and increasing the fortifications here.”
Interesting, Nemesis thought. It sounds like Jaden intends to stay on the defensive while he’s here. The legion is supposed to be pacifying this area in the name of the empire. If the dragons are too weak to leave the base, they cannot assist in that. We might have killed a lot of the most powerful spirit beasts in the area, but the land is still far too wild for farmers and settlers. The legion has a lot of work ahead of them.
Nemesis remembered that swamp and all the poison frogs he’d killed to empower his own cultivation. Creatures like that would have killed dozens of low-tier humanoid cultivators. They were the exact sort of monster the legion was meant to remove. 
The pair had continued their exchange a bit, yet the elf’s discipline never wavered. Few signs of his disapproval truly showed upon his features, though the aura was clear. Jaden remained unconcerned, though his disdain for the man merely grew. In the end, the last wagon rolled through without anything changing. Once the portal snapped closed, however, the bald elf took a single step and was suddenly directly in front of Nemesis.
It was all he could do not to jerk his head back at the speed the man displayed. Nemesis narrowed his eyes as he stared down at the man. His wings flared, but then he forced them to settle once more against his back.
“You are Nemesis, yes?” the elf asked. The man knew before he asked, so Nemesis assumed this was some kind of social ritual. 
“I am,” he agreed. He was tempted to see what secrets the man might hold in his mind… though instinct had him abstaining. 
“I don’t see your rider. Where is she?”
Nemesis choked off the urge to growl, his protective instincts making him want to defend Harper, except she hadn’t been insulted. It took a moment to register that the commander was simply curious.
“She experienced a moment of enlightenment and is currently cultivating in the alchemy workshop. Given she was working on some highly toxic potions, I would not recommend anyone go in and disturb her.”
Nemesis put enough emphasis on his last comment to make it clear the potions weren’t the reason people would regret bothering her. To his surprise, a small smile touched the elf’s lips. The man inclined his head.
“I am Commander Toh. Can you tell me what happened with the gryphon riders who came as a vanguard?”
Nemesis rumbled. “I can. The dwarves were sent back to the legion one by one with reports. All but the last one. He should be around here somewhere. Dar and Cron, however, were directly absorbing beast cores in secret. They used talismans glued to the middle of their backs to conceal the aura. We discovered their corruption and executed them, as the law dictates. Your man here can attest to it all.”
“You dare!” Jaden yelled, charging toward him. “You executed my soldiers witho—”
“Sir Jaden,” Commander Toh said in a quiet voice that exerted immense pressure on the area around the three of them. “The dragon is quite correct. Legion law dictates that those who attempt to gain power directly from the cores of beasts and become corrupted are summarily executed as a warning to others. Reckless ambition is a disease that must be stamped out without hesitation. Surely you agree.”
The pressure vanished as swiftly as it had appeared and Jaden was left momentarily stunned. He recovered from his stumble quickly, adjusting his uniform again in some pointless gesture. After clearing his throat, he nodded. “Quite right, thank you for reminding me of the regulations. Dragon, you’re dismissed.”
Nemesis blinked at the sudden shift, then realized Jaden didn’t want any witnesses to his conversation with the commander. The black rose to his feet and carefully made his way over to Talia and Artax. The pair were… not doing great. 
Artax was sluggishly eating chopped-up portions of beast meat as Min accepted them from a legionnaire. The blue didn’t even have the energy to chew, so Min was breaking the food into chunks that he could swallow without effort.
Talia, at least, had the energy to eat her pig the old-fashioned way. The animal slid down her elegant throat after a few crushing bites of her jaws. Her coloring was still faded and sallow. She dipped her head to acknowledge him, though she was focused on the next animal being led to her.
Min didn’t have time to acknowledge him, but Kaia walked over and put her hand to his chest. ‘How fucked are we?’ she asked, clearly counting on him to grasp she wanted to speak silently.
Nemesis formed a link between all of them, leaving the meditating Harper out, then began to relay all the observations he had made of the soldiers so far, as well as his impression of Commander Toh. It took some time, as he remembered a great deal of the gossip the soldiers had been thinking… however, it wasn’t easy for him to remember which soldier had thought what. Something Kaia insisted was vital.
By the time he was done, Artax had regained enough strength to fly to his lair. Talia, meanwhile, flew to the entrance of Nemesis’ own. His sharp eyes noted that she remained outside his waterfall, which was wise. Kaia and Min climbed onto his back, and together they headed toward the alchemical workshop. Nemesis could tell Harper was coming out of her cultivation, as her emotions slowly grounded back into the world around her. The feeling of transcendence had faded. 
Min knocked on the door, though they weren’t clear if Harper could hear them with all the containment formations going. After a moment, however, it opened and the stench of the toxins that she’d expelled from her body wafted out. Nemesis, having the most sensitive nose, was forced to back up while repressing his urge to gag. 
The noxious black slime had soaked into Harper’s clothing—Nemesis caught a glimpse of her stripping as Kaia used a flame technique to burn the offending garments, including Harper’s mask. Min, meanwhile, had taken the pragmatic approach of dumping an entire bucket of water over Harper and was scrubbing her within an inch of her life. 
Unwilling to give a passing soldier a chance to see something they shouldn’t, Nemesis dropped his bulk in front of the building and blocked the entrance in a wall of scales. He was tempted to peek, but he didn’t want to twist his neck at the angle he’d need to look down into the building. As it was, he amused himself listening to them talk.
“Harper, what triggered this?” Min demanded in between grunts. Nemesis assumed she was still scrubbing Harper’s long hair.
“I was working on the potions we discussed. The ones I thought would bring us closer to Nemesis and improve… the technique,” Harper explained. Nemesis dearly wanted to know what she was working on exactly, yet he didn’t want to ask out here where someone might overhear… It was possible even telepathy wasn’t invulnerable to eavesdropping with so many strangers about.
“Oh,” Kaia said, her tone excited. “Did it work?”
“Yes!” Harper whispered, excitement bubbling in her voice. “It didn’t just brew successfully—I grasped a whole new truth to alchemy. More, I believe the potions will do more than I thought they would, because I managed to combine them with both the serenity-melons and the cleansing potions. We need to go to his lair as soon as possible.”
“Then put on a robe and saddle up!” Min urged. That was followed by the unmistakable sound of a hand slapping a bare ass, then clothing rustling. 
Nemesis heard some bottles clinking and assumed Harper was gathering whatever it was she wished them to see. Then the women were squirming out the door and up onto his back. He was surprised they’d managed to squeeze out the doorway, given his body positioned in front of it. He almost laughed at the fact that in their excitement none of them had thought to simply ask him to move.
He rose to his feet and wrapped all three of them in his mental grip. With their bodies secured to his back, Nemesis quickly made his way out of the workshop area and onto a path with enough room for him to put his muscles to work. He crouched and then hurled himself up. With a snap, his wings spread and he began flying upward. The dragon let himself drift out over the lake before he swung out in a curving flight that would take him to the waterfall. 
His keen eyes saw that Talia had shifted to her human form and was now lounging naked on a flat stone near the water. He wasn’t sure if she was asleep or not, but she definitely looked comfortable. His passengers were keeping their mouths closed while they were flying. Thankfully, he felt a little more comfortable now that they weren’t surrounded by so many new people.
‘We’ll need to rebuild Min’s room,’ he sent to the others. 
Curiosity came from Kaia, while Min and Harper were a mix of amusement and embarrassment. 
Min was the one to use the link to explain to Kaia. ‘Turns out cultivating with a dragon can produce some impressive feedback. The mana levels surged and cracked the cave walls… melted the formation plates within too.’
‘Reduced the bed to splinters as well,’ Harper chimed in.
“What?” Kaia blurted aloud, then she remembered to switch to telepathy. ‘How in the world did you produce so much secondary energy that you melted my formation plates?’
‘We’re not sure. Harper wasn’t in a good state to observe at the time, and Min’s mana senses aren’t the best. I suppose you and Talia could sit on the outside and simply wait…’ Nemesis teased. 
That seemed to cause the auburn-haired woman to focus. She smacked his scales with a fist and laughed. ‘No you don’t. I’m first in line. After that, we’ll find out if you can dual cultivate with Talia. Neither of us has masculine aura, so I think the need for male and female energy is part of it. But the question is whether two spirit beasts can engage through the technique.’
Nemesis snorted. ‘Are you sure you don’t just want to watch me take Talia?’
He felt Kaia’s skin warm on his back and this time he didn’t bother to contain his laughter. The sound echoed against the mountain and came back to him. He swept his wings forward and carefully dropped down onto the mountain path. Talia had stood and was currently smirking at them. Nemesis had never removed her from the link, so she’d heard all of it.
Artax would have as well, though Nemesis could feel that the blue had passed out somewhere. He chastised himself for his oversight and released Artax’ mind from the telepathic bond. 
Since he’d landed, the ladies slid off his back and he shifted into his elven form. Talia walked over to him and tapped her finger against his chin. Like Kaia and Min, she was also taller than he was. Her smirk was predatory as she stared into his eyes. “You think you can take me?” she asked in a taunting tone.
Nemesis flashed his teeth at her. “I have no doubts at all,” he promised. He put a hand on her hip, then he spun her to face the waterfall. She only had a second to grasp what was about to happen before his hand struck her tight ass and sent her sailing through the water. The startled squeal was music to his ears.
Harper stared at him in surprise, so he reached out privately to her. ‘It’s been revealed to me that Talia has… a certain love of being manhandled and restrained. Apparently she’s quite submissive in the bedroom. But she also let me know a few of Kaia’s weak spots, ones that don’t seem to fit their dynamic. I expect this to be rather interesting. After all… the technique works best when someone is losing themselves in their passions, right? That just means I need to know exactly what sets them off and makes them lose control of themselves.’
‘Uh huh,’ Harper responded. She winked at him, then turned to follow Min through the waterfall. ‘And your ego doesn’t thrive on reducing women to exhausted heaps beneath you at all, right?’
Nemesis used his mind to spread the water so he could step under without getting wet. Kaia wisely waited for that moment to dart through. Everyone present wound up grinning at the sight of Talia sitting wet on the floor of his cave. The golden dragon was scowling at him… yet he could see a flush of pleasure in her features. 
Nemesis suddenly looped an arm around Kaia’s neck and put his foot to the back of her knee to force her to kneel in front of him, facing away. He then pressed himself against her back, denying her the ability to speak with his forearm across her throat.
“Harper, Min, could you prepare one of the rooms with the formations needed for a fire and wind cultivator? We should probably mend the stones before we use them… and Talia, could you inscribe some privacy formations around the entryway? I’m going to spend a little time getting Kaia ready. And thank you for your advice on what gets her… eager.”
Nemesis did enjoy being dominant, but this would have been a bit much if he hadn’t specifically been informed by Talia of Kaia’s stranger cravings. The woman who had taken something of a leadership role among their membership longed for someone she trusted to simply… take what they wanted.
He kept his arm firmly wrapped around Kaia’s neck as the others went about his requests. Talia was still in the chamber with them, inscribing necessary formations into the walls, so Nemesis used the time to scan Kaia’s emotions and found her eager, almost drunk with anticipation. He used his forearm to push her head up so she was staring into his face.
“I’m going to fuck you so hard you pass out,” he promised in a quiet voice.





The gleam in her eyes was enough to convince him that Talia was right, she knew her lover well.  
Nemesis concentrated on Kaia’s clothing. The woman was wearing her armor, a breastplate over a full suit of chain, bracers, greaves… and beneath all of that, leather that hugged her body tightly. He expended his mental energy to focus on the leather and the tiny particles he sensed, then he bid the material split into thin strips that slithered out of her armor and fell to the floor in a pile at her feet.
Kaia gasped in shock, though his arm across her throat forced it to become a rasp. Talia’s eyes widened a second before she took in her lover in nothing but metal. Nemesis wasn’t done, however, as he undid the clasps on her breastplate and floated the metal away from her. The greaves and armored boots were also yanked from Kaia’s body. Soon she was nude beneath the woven chain, and he forced the rings to separate over her sex and along the bottom half of her ass cheeks. 
To Nemesis, Kaia’s arousal at his display of power made perfect sense. Her nipples were hard and poked between the links in her mail—he’d ensured they could manipulate the metal. He floated his robes away and let them drop on a small table, then he yanked Kaia back so his shaft pressed between the cheeks of her ass. 
It took a small push to slide his cock upward so the chain trapped it in place, something that only increased her arousal. When he cupped her sex and lifted her, it was to carry her into the inner cavern that was large enough for his true form. 
Talia had finished inscribing the formations, and all nearby were fortunate that the ambient mana in his caverns was able to power them, as the gold was still too weak to do it herself. She followed along and Nemesis sensed her excitement as she watched. He inclined his head toward a shelf of stone that Harper had shaped for him. “Relax as the real you, you’ll absorb the mana better. I’m going to get myself in the mood while we wait for them to repair the smaller chamber.”
Talia raced to the spot and let herself return to her beautiful golden form. The sight of her scaled body simply increased Nemesis’ desire. He pushed Kaia up against the other dragon and began to slowly rock his hips against her ass. The feel of her soft skin over his ridged shaft was heavenly.
Moisture gathered on the fingers between her thighs and he teasingly fluttered his digits against her folds. Kaia’s lips opened, but she couldn’t manage a protest with his solid grip, so she was reduced to grinding against his fingers to try and gather more sensation. Nemesis carefully denied her.
Talia’s head hovered over them. She’d curved her long neck so she could watch them. A flick of her tongue brushed across Kaia’s cheek, then she let out a rumbling laugh. “She looks so pretty with the tables turned. My Kaia so loves ordering me around… not that I don’t like it. Look at her tits heave against that armor. Do you think she’s beautiful, Nemmy?”
The nickname sounded a bit tentative coming from her, yet Nemesis found he enjoyed it. “I do. Her athletic body has always been appealing. Perhaps I can play with her even when we’re not cultivating?” he asked, his voice a bit rough as he continued grinding against Kaia’s ass. The pleasurable sensation was causing him to throb, making him realize he might find his release faster than anticipated this way.
“Oh, I think so. She can be your little pet. As long as you don’t ruin her dignity in public, in private you can do whatever you’d like. I especially think you should make her choke down that juicy cock of yours,” Talia purred.
Kaia’s emotions were a wash of outrage and guilty pleasure. The woman’s cheeks burned, almost matching her hair. Her thighs were soaked, and Nemesis’ fingers evoked a truly perverse sound as his fingers finally slid into her. Those two fingers began to flit in opposite directions, teasing all the little nerves hidden within the woman’s sex. 
Nemesis was fascinated with all the different ways he could cause the mammals pleasure. Min could be brought to climax simply through the stimulation of her nipples… and Harper had once achieved orgasm through being tickled while bound, which still baffled him. Kaia, it seemed, truly enjoyed being physically overpowered.
The woman shuddered in his arms when his fingers found the rough patch against the roof of her channel. He spiraled his digit against it and she immediately began bucking in his arms. His chokehold cut off whatever cries she might have made. The woman had begun grinding her mail-covered chest against Talia’s scales, even while she gave his cock the same treatment. 
Nemesis began to pump his shaft between her cheeks more aggressively. He’d been keeping a light touch on the minds of the others and timing his actions. So Harper and Min were treated to the sight of his cock erupting through the chainmail the moment they joined everyone in the main chamber. The thick ropes of dragon seed spurted up through the metal and splashed all across Kaia’s lower back and the top of her ass.
Nemesis finally released her throat and turned to look at his rider. “Will the room be safe to cultivate in?”
Harper took a second to reply. Nemesis swore he saw her moisten her lips before she opened her mouth. “Yes,” his rider managed. She cleared her throat and tried again. “The stones are fine now, and I used my mana to scrape the metal from the walls. With Kaia’s help, I can reform it into plates and she can reinscribe it.”
Min smirked as she walked over to her auburn-haired friend. She leaned down to whisper into Kaia’s ear, “You look so good that way… I think I’ll ask Nemmy to cover you in a few more places. Like… here.” 
Her fingers trailed across Kaia’s face and then down her throat. Min was strong enough that her grip made the chains ping in protest as she tightened her fist around Kaia’s left breast. Min flexed her arm and tore the chain, popping link after link, to reveal the globe she was holding. She massaged the firm breast and rolled the nipple between her fingers. Each touch ramped up the emotional storm inside Kaia.
Then Min turned to Talia. “How are you feeling?” she asked in a cheerful tone. Being ignored while groped just seemed to make Kaia’s thighs wetter, and since Nemesis had never relented in his fingering, he wasn’t shocked to feel the delicate muscles quiver.
Harper, clearly not wanting to be left out, came to his side and knelt. She brushed her fingers along his shaft, and then ducked her head to begin running her tongue along his flesh. Her lips were quick to suck the head of his cock after freeing it from under the chain mail. She stared up at him with hungry eyes, and Nemesis felt himself stirring to hardness once more.
Talia watched it all with rapt fascination. “I’m very… very happy. In fact, I can’t wait for my turn. But didn’t Harper have something to tell us? Some potions project?”
Startled, Harper’s lips popped off his cock. “Oh! I almost forgot. I mixed… Nemesis’ blood into the potions of purifications… and created something new. The cursory tests… mmm… I did show that the elixirs should mmm work to cleanse our body tempering… and grant us a draconic bloodline at the same time.”
Harper hadn’t stopped licking the entire time she spoke, which did strange things to her voice, yet Nemesis almost missed the pleasure for his shock at what she suggested. He’d vaguely known that alchemy could grant someone a bloodline. He’d never stopped to consider they might want to share his power.
“You… wish to carry my bloodline?” he asked, confused.
Min turned so her back was leaning against Talia. She’d dragged Kaia upward while he was distracted and freed her other breast, playing with them both as she smiled at him. “It increases the chances we can carry your children, and we also think it will make the cultivation more potent.”
“But are the potions safe?” he demanded.
Nemesis trusted Harper’s alchemy, yet that didn’t mean there weren’t risks. She’d been working on her metal mana body for years and he’d seen the damage it did to her each time. In his frustration, his fingers had subconsciously begun working Kaia’s sex faster, harder—the woman made him aware of that as she bucked in his arms again. Her face had turned an alarming shade of red, so he quickly pulled his forearm away from her throat.
Gasping, Kaia twisted her head to meet his eyes as best she could. “Fucking… bastard! Stop. Talking. Fuck me!” she rasped. Nemesis’ eyes widened at the harsh demand. He realized her emotions had reached a fevered pitch and that mana was surging through her body. 
The woman’s skin had heated to the point his seed had burned away. She was humping his hand like an animal, and if she hadn’t been a cultivator she might have hurt herself with the way she was pressing herself into Min’s palms.
Talia’s laugh echoed so loudly that verbal conversation wasn’t possible. The gold carefully shifted onto her side and offered her belly scales in invitation. “Right here. Do her right here against my stomach. Please?”
Harper rolled her eyes at how the conversation had turned. She wrapped her lips around his shaft and swallowed half his length, taking the opportunity to push a thought his way. ‘In my satchel in the entryway, can you float the potions to us?’ 
Nemesis felt a bit conflicted. Experimental potions combined with experimental cultivation practices definitely didn’t seem safe to him. The possible power to be gained, however, was too potent to refuse. It took no effort at all to bring the bottles out, even with his focus on two other people at once.
While he did that, Min had grabbed Kaia’s hair and was pressing the woman’s face against Talia’s scales. “Kiss her—kiss her and thank her for sharing,” Min demanded. Nemesis wasn’t sure where the aggression was coming from, but Min seemed to be enjoying herself.
Kaia looked ready to weep in frustration. Her cheek was red from being rubbed against the dragon scales, and she was freely panting now that her throat wasn’t blocked. Each gasp rubbed her breast into Min’s fingers and the blonde happily twisted her nipple. Finally, Kaia delivered the kiss.
Harper stood up from his side and plucked the bottles out of the air. She looked him up and down, then turned her eyes to the others. “I think you should drink this right as Nemesis enters you,” she proposed. “Nemmy, do your best to come in her after the potion’s reached full saturation in her body. Then we’ll do the same for Min and I. I think that’ll make the effects strongest… oh and we should all cultivate at the same time too.”
“Don’t you want to gather the formation plates?” he asked.
Min let out a laugh. “I don’t think we need them. Feel the energy in here?”
Nemesis hadn’t actually been paying much attention to the mana density in his cavern. With Talia’s presence the flows were strange, and Kaia was practically burning the air in contact with her skin. Now that he focused, he realized just how thick the mana had grown with two dragons in the cave. Talia saw the look on his face and bobbed her head. 
She saw it too.
“It is potent,” the gold said. “Harper and Min are correct. They won’t need extra mana to gain from this.”
Kaia let out a sound that was almost a whimper. “Please… fuck me,” she begged. He’d stopped fingering her while they’d talked, so now she was absolutely quivering in need. Literally, Nemesis felt her body trembling as she tried to move against his arms, which still held her tightly.
I’m not sure she even remembers she wanted to cultivate at this point, he thought. 
Harper put the bottle to Kaia’s lips and Min tugged her hair to tilt her head up so she’d swallow it down without a problem. Nemesis chose that exactly moment to slide his shaft into her sopping entrance. He slipped in smoothly and the sudden thump of his body against her ass caused her to twitch. 
Kaia coughed as she struggled to swallow the last drops. “Bastard!” she moaned. He simply laughed as he pulled back, then thrust in again harder. He reached down and grasped her legs behind her knees, then spread them as wide as he could. The move flattened her against Talia’s scales and forced Min to step back to get out of the way. It also ensured that his cock was sliding against the nerves he’d already stimulated so vigorously. Nemesis even confirmed that Kaia’s clit was tightly pressed to her lover’s underbelly.
Once he had her in place, he started to ram into her. His pace was fast, unforgiving, and designed for his own pleasure. He was shocked when mana poured out of Kaia and into him. There was no condensed orb this time—it was a flood that impacted his core like a sledgehammer. 
Sending it back took an act of will. 
“Condense it!” he ordered, his tone raw and rough from the ache the mana had caused within him.
Kaia moaned, her eyes rolling up in her head. At some point she’d grasped her own chest and begun frantically pulling her nipples, yet she clearly heard him. The mana began to compress on itself, though it took a number of transfers before it resembled a true sphere.
Even as they cultivated, the potion had begun its work. Nemesis was heartily relieved to find the impurities that burst out of Kaia did so in the form of flames. The fire hurt against his skin, but it was clean and didn’t stink. Fortunately, the energy flooding into him each time he bottomed out within her was more than enough to mend the damage to his skin.
He couldn’t begin to describe what he saw the mana doing to her body. Strands of energy he couldn’t name swirled within her; it almost appeared as though she were unraveling within her skin—coming back together stronger.
The entire time, they continued passing the mana back and forth. Kaia managed to condense it into a tiny sun that felt like an arrow to the core each time it hit. The slap of their bodies was drowned out by the woman’s grunts of pleasure. 
Nemesis judged the moment of climax perfectly.
Her entire body glowed to his mana sight and her emotions were so high she was incapable of rational thought.
When he released inside her, it caused an explosion of mana that knocked them all to the floor.





Nemesis lost himself in the mana. 
The energy had no affiliation he could name. It wasn’t darkness, poison, water, fire… it was unique. 
It pounded inside his core and made him feel like he was going to expand and explode. He slipped into a deep meditation, struggling to force all the energy into his core. Yet even as he tried, Nemesis felt something strange happening within him. 
The shape of his core shifted, though he couldn’t quite make out how. 
The imperceptible deformation didn’t strike him as a weakness—if anything, he suspected it made him stronger than ever. His senses were too overwhelmed in that moment to try and check his scores, and the urge to do so was a dim one, easily dismissed. He devoted all of his attention to wrapping his core in the energy and absorbing it all.
When he finally emerged from the trance it was to feel soft lips pressed to his. His tongue glided across the woman’s and he tasted Min. Her familiar body crushed to his, then the cultivation began once more. Min’s passion was near feral, and before he was fully aware of what they were doing, they’d climaxed together.
The shockwave was just as powerful the second time.
The nameless mana had him floating, almost to the point where he functioned through pure instinct. His vision had failed him and left him operating through his mental senses and touch. He collapsed the mana into his core and the changes grew—and while increased, they remained hidden from his comprehension.
Harper’s body floated into his arms and he rolled her beneath him. The thin strands of leather he’d created from Kaia’s clothing came to his call. They wove themselves into ropes that bound his rider’s wrists and ankles together under her body. With all four limbs tied together, she was helpless. He couldn’t see her, yet he knew her body perfectly.
His tongue danced over her nipple as he quickly reduced her to screaming bliss. 
This time the mana explosion was so fierce that he felt his body impact the wall of the cavern. Nemesis could feel something leaking from his nose, ears, and eyes—a second later he smelled the coppery tang , so he knew it was blood. 
Despite that, he felt more powerful than ever. Tighter and tighter he bound the mana to his core. He crushed it down into the gem that held his spiritual being and felt something ignite inside it. That spark, he realized, was his soul. A flickering flame of pure spirit that was hidden away in the depths of his core.
He roared, wishing for yet more power, yet none of his lovers came to him.
Something slammed into his body and held him down, though they seemed to struggle. Whomever it was, their weight was enormous. Nemesis was unable to move, and gradually his body and soul calmed enough that he was able to think once more.
“Is everyone alright?” he asked. The moment his mind truly returned; he realized how badly hurt they could all be. Fear lanced through him at the idea that he might have killed them in his lust for power.
“It’s—it’s okay,” Talia said. Hearing her speak, he realized who was holding him down. She had at least two of her feet pressed down on him. He carefully brushed his hand along the claw next to him, feeling where it had driven into the floor of the cave.
“Relax. Take deep breaths. Your vision should come back soon,” Talia promised. “The others retreated to one of the bedrooms when the mana grew too thick for them. Harper’s idea has borne fruit, though in… ways none of us expected.”
Nemesis felt relief… and increased anxiety. “What happened?” he demanded. Being unable to see made all of it so much worse. He tried reaching out with his mind, then had to withdraw. His telepathic nerves felt raw, almost scorched. He didn’t think he could move anything telekinetically either.
Talia crooned and he leaned his face in the direction of the noise. Cool scales rubbed against his chest. “The potions magnified the cultivation technique far beyond what we expected. Each woman took a turn. You fell into instinct. It was magnificent to watch. You made them climax many times. While the initial mana burst from the potion happened only once, the energy kept surging and returning.”
Nemesis searched his memories, recalling the bodies moving against his. He knew which lover had been which, but he couldn’t remember the exact number of cultivations. “How… many times?” he finally asked.
Talia let out a soft laugh. “Six times with Kaia, seven with Min, and nine with Harper. The three of you have been at this a week.” 
A week? Nemesis was stunned at the thought. “Did no one come to get us?”
A snort blew hot air across his face. “Jaden has sent several spirit talismans with orders. I sent messages back, stating that we were still recovering from deploying the gate, and that you had entered a hibernation as you grew. He’s certainly not happy, but the messages stopped coming yesterday. Min left to check on Artax, and I believe the two of them are doing some scouting to calm things.”
It’s a plausible excuse, he mused. The commander expressed concerns that powering the gates would leave them weak. And in the Scaleguard it’s known that we hibernate when our power grows, so missing a few days for that is plausible. Still, depending on what exactly has been taking place outside the cave… things could be messy.
While Nemesis was deep in thought, his vision finally returned. What he saw surprised him. His cavern was filled with crystals that glittered with a dim blue light. They were tiny things, yet they coated the walls and ceiling. The entire chamber resembled a geode. 
His eyes went to Talia, immediately noticing that she appeared radiant. Her scales glowed with power and her body seemed significantly larger than he remembered. “C-rank?” he asked, making an assumption.
She lifted her foot off his chest so he could regain his feet. “Yes, the ambient mana radiating off of you all was more than enough to push me through… and the fire mana which radiated from Kaia helped purify me and allowed me to grow. I know you’re anxious to see the others, but I suggest you check your own advancement first.”
Nemesis couldn’t argue the point, if she had changed so much simply from being in the same cave… what had happened to him?
Nemesis: current rank, C2. Potential Rank, Unknown. 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental C2
Lethality C2
Defensive C3
Physicality C1
Magic C2
Classification: Unknown. Subclassification: Unknown.
Nemesis sputtered in shock—checked the numbers again, then sputtered a second time. The noise should have embarrassed him, but all he could do was stare at his rankings. C2? C2?? How could I have gone up five ranks in a week? That kind of growth isn’t possible. Surely someone would have found this technique before us… there’s… Wait, what’s that?
It took him a moment to register the other changes to his scores. He’d gained a magic score… and both his potential and types had changed to Unknown. He didn’t know what to make of that. Forcing himself to put it aside, he turned his attention back to Talia.
“Much has changed,” he said. “I should check on the others and discuss with them. Join me?”
She swiftly shrank into her human form, then leaped into his arms and crushed her lips to his. Instinct took over and his hands clasped her small backside. Their tongues dueled, and almost before he realized it he had pinned her body beneath him on the stone platform meant for his own rest. 
Talia snaked her arms around his neck and looped her legs around his hips. Her breathing was frantic and her high breasts crushed to his torso every time she inhaled. “Promise that we’ll mate soon,” she demanded. 
In truth, he had hardened to the point of pain and it was all he could do to keep from impaling her on the spot. Nemesis trembled as he recognized the same primal drive for power within him that had driven him out of his cave the first time he’d discovered the technique. He teetered on a precipice and knew that if he gave in and began to claim Talia in that moment he’d likely lose himself to his bestial instincts forever.
‘Soon,’ he promised, speaking into her mind as he kissed her. While their tongues dueled, he forced himself to speak through the ache in his mind. ‘When I’ve recentered myself and am not at risk of becoming something twisted, I will make you scream in pleasure and breed you until you’re fat with eggs. We’ll fly in the sky and show the world the true might of dragons.’
She moaned, then pushed him away. Nemesis appreciated the help in parting from her—he’d been close to giving in to the urge. Both their skins were slick with sweat, so Nemesis used water mana to pull it from their skin. The tiny globe of fluid floated over his palm before he tossed it away. Talia stared in shock.
“A lot has changed,” he said. 
The dragon found he had a new appreciation for the mammals who chose to drink themselves into oblivion. The desire to continue cultivating until he could reshape the world was immense, and he had to flex his fingers repeatedly just to keep from touching Talia. She seemed to share some of his problems. Her eyes constantly raked his body, and finally she spun to look away from him.
“Robes please,” she begged. 
Nemesis realized the suggestion was a good one. It’ll be easier to keep my hands off her if we’re dressed. He took a moment to compose himself; pain in his head had steadily lessened, which made using his gifts plausible. 
His mind ran over the cave and sensed Kaia and Harper sleeping in one of the stone chambers. He stole a robe from Harper and claimed his own from the entrance. Floating them into their cavern, he guided one around Talia’s body as he dressed himself. 
The fabric was a flimsy barrier against the strength of dragons, but it served to remind them both of the need for self-control. Still, Nemesis was careful not to touch Talia again as they left the large chamber and sought their riders. 
They found a glowing formation bespelling the door of the bedroom, and when Talia went to open it, he stopped her. Nemesis focused on the enchantment for a moment. Pressing a finger against the inscription, he drew the mana out and dismissed it into the ground. The barrier faded and the door swung open.
“You can do magic now?” Talia asked. She’d seen him manipulate the water in their sweat, and now he’d broken a formation—he knew she was too smart not to realize what it meant.
“It appears so, yes.”
Nemesis went into the bedroom and stared down at the sleeping women, who both radiated good health. Neither had dressed, nor had they bothered to cover themselves in blankets. Harper was curled in a ball on the bed with Kaia wrapped around her. Unbound, their hair had tangled around their heads in a mix of black and red. Nemesis noticed several strands that would tug painfully if either of them moved too swiftly.
He carefully smoothed the hair out and lifted both women with his mind. He settled himself on the bed and lowered Harper into his lap. A smile spread across his face as she twisted and curled into his chest. 
Talia had also seated herself, and he moved Kaia to lean against her. The redhead, however, woke with a start as soon as her ass touched the mattress. “What?” she asked, blearily staring around the room.
“Nemmy finally came out of it,” Talia offered while placing a kiss on her rider’s cheek. “He’s a lot stronger now.”
Their quiet voices were enough to wake Harper. She blinked rapidly and looked up at him. A second later, he was smothered in rapid, soft kisses that peppered his cheeks, lips, and nose. Nemesis laughed as he caught Harper by the shoulders and pushed her back a little.
“Easy, I’m not going anywhere,” he promised.
Harper smacked his shoulder. “Do you have any idea how scary that was? It was… amazing, and empowering… and overwhelming. If Talia hadn’t brought us to our senses I think I might have actually let you fuck me to death!”
Nemesis rested his head against hers. “I lost myself in the mana. The changes are profound and still affecting me. I can feel things in my core shifting, though I don’t know how. Everything I sense tells me I am healthy, but coming out of those instincts isn’t easy. It’s all I can do not to start trying again.”
He heard how hoarse he sounded and grimaced, unhappy with the feeling of weakness that suddenly came over him. It wasn’t a weakness of the body, more of his discipline. He was a beast of instinct, of power and drive. Self-control had never been a priority beyond knowing what he had to avoid so he wouldn’t get killed. His struggle with this left him feeling conflicted.
Harper seemed to sense it, as a breath later she lifted a hand and tapped her finger to the tip of his nose. “Boop,” she whispered softly.
That simple touch caused Nemesis to laugh. Love flowed to him over his bond, over all of his bonds. His eyes widened and snapped to Kaia. “We’re bound?” he asked in shock.
Kaia nodded. “Min too, and through me you’re bound to Talia. It’s one of the side effects of the technique. We suspect it’s why Artax submitted to you so easily.”
That makes sense, Nemesis thought. If a touch of my bond echoed through Min to Artax, he feels my presence stronger. Although I don’t feel particularly bound to him. Do I?
The black dragon closed his eyes to see if he felt anything abnormal toward the blue. To his surprise, he was able to get a sense of Artax’ general location. Min was like a beacon in the same direction. There was no attraction, nor any unnecessary affection toward Artax that he could detect. For a moment, he’d been worried he would discover he was in love with the blue, but he didn’t pick up any of that.
“Min and Artax are approaching, but I’m not going to suddenly fall for him, if any of you were worried.”
Harper burst into laughter and he realized Kaia and Talia had joined her. Opening his eyes, he saw they were laughing to the point of tears. He couldn’t understand quite why they found that so funny… which relieved him. Whatever was changing within him, he still found mammals to be strange and irrational.
He resolutely ignored the fact that Talia was laughing as well. She’d clearly been corrupted by her long relationship with Kaia.
He lifted everyone to their feet with a flex of his mind. 
“We should go and see what is happening with Jaden in command. I can’t imagine he’s happy we all disappeared for a week, even if it is his own fault.” Nemesis paused, then amended his comment. “Especially as it’s his own fault.”
The dragon had seen more than enough to know that Jaden was incapable of accepting his own flaws. 





Chapter 22 
An hour after they’d arrived at the camp, Jaden was still yelling at them.
Nemesis had stopped paying attention as soon as it began, which meant he truly had no idea what the screaming noble was saying at this point. He’d been entertaining himself by skimming the thoughts of the various soldiers moving around the room.
Instead of taking the headquarters building that had been included in the original formation designs, Jaden had forced soldiers to use cores to erect a building whose design he’d brought himself. The three-story structure stood almost as tall as the walls—Nemesis was baffled why one man required so much pointless space.
The minds of the soldiers had revealed that the entire third floor was a bedroom suite with furniture that grew from the floor. One of the soldiers had been forced to use their control of stone to separate the pieces, and after that, Jaden had spent nearly four hours making the men rearrange the placement of his bed.
While several of the soldiers remained sycophants, more were completely disgusted by Jaden’s behavior. One, Nemesis noted, had slipped away a short time ago while thinking hard about Commander Toh. 
Which meant Nemesis and his lovers were the only ones not surprised when the commander entered the room. The elf’s aura wasn’t quite as oppressive as it had been earlier, thought Nemesis could still tell he was dangerous. 
Jaden’s rant suddenly dried up, and he cleared his throat at the sight of the bald figure striding through the door, turned to his desk, and picked up a glass of wine. Nemesis smiled openly at the sight of the noble’s discomfort. 
“Sir Jaden,” Toh said in a mild voice. “Is there a reason I wasn’t informed that our other Scaleguard assets had finished cultivating?”
‘So, because Jaden was made a knight he now outranks the legion commander?’ Nemesis asked the others over their link, wanting to be sure he understood the dynamic.
‘Sort of,’ Kaia sent back. ‘Knight is both a noble title and a military rank. The commander is a commoner, despite his high cultivation. Jaden was already trouble as the son of a powerful kingdom noble, and now he’s more so. His appointment to knight makes him an imperial noble as well.’
Nemesis could not understand why humanoids felt so compelled to complicate their lives more than they already were. ‘This seems unnecessarily complex,’ he complained. 
‘Think of it like borrowing power,’ Talia interjected. ‘Jaden is acting as the minion of Kolos; thus, disrespecting him is like disrespecting Kolos himself. Nobles funnel gold and power to the Immortal, so he gives them protection and special treatment in return.’
Nemesis cocked his head slightly. ‘That makes… far more sense.’
‘Focus. Commander Toh is asking us something,’ Harper scolded.
“—appreciate if you could engage in some long-range scouting. The gryphons have seen signs of several orc units moving toward us, but they’re unable to remain in flight as long as the dragons. If you could each take a different route to the marked orc city and detail the forces’ movement, it would be of great assistance,” the commander was saying as Nemesis tuned back into the conversation. 
Kaia stepped forward as the elf finished his request, inclining her head in a half-bow. “Of course. The Scaleguard is honored to assist the legion in any way we can,” she offered. Then she turned her head toward Jaden. “If our leader agrees.”
Nemesis nearly gagged at the subservience, though it was made somewhat more palatable by the roiling hate and disgust pouring off Kaia when she looked at Jaden. Her emotions felt far clearer to him than normal. It took him a moment to remember that he now shared a bond with Kaia to match his connection to Harper.
It will take some adjustment, he thought. I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of a dragon having three riders before. And it’s even stranger than it sounds… given Min and Kaia are still bound to their own dragons. He didn’t let himself get too caught up in his thoughts, however, and his eyes locked on Jaden to see what the human turd might do. 
Jaden had preened like a peacock under the perceived obedience of ‘his’ subordinates. The noble seemed completely oblivious to how little anyone in the room actually respected him. He clasped his hands together and turned to Commander Toh. “Yes, as Kaia has said, the Scaleguard shall provide. Cambus and I shall remain here as a defensive force.”
Nemesis marveled at how there were no hints of contempt on Toh’s face. The elf’s estimation of Jaden seemed somewhere around that of a smelly bug, yet he didn’t let any of it show. If Nemesis weren’t concerned the powerful cultivator might sense it, he’d have gleefully set out to examine whatever Toh was thinking.
Instead, the dragon could only observe as Commander Toh tipped his head in acknowledgement, then turned to look at all of them. “My scout leader will provide all of you with spirit talismans to transmit your reports. Please alert us if you must be away for more than a week.”
Jaden seemed to have the minimal good sense not to interfere with that dismissal, remaining silent as they filed out of his overly large office. The group remained verbally silent as they walked, though thanks to Nemesis’ telepathy they were still able to converse. 
‘The commander is not fond of Jaden,’ Nemesis sent. He was fairly certain there weren’t any soldiers who could overhear them if he spoke aloud, though he intended to continue guarding what he said within the outpost proper.
‘Is anyone?’ Talia asked.
‘Actually, there are a significant number of soldiers who seem bent on kissing up to him. One woman in particular ensures he’s so caught up in perversions on her body that he’ll give her special treatment, though she seems to despise him,’ Nemesis said in response.
‘Ew,’ said Harper, a look of disgust crossing her features.
‘Gross,’ Kaia added, her own lips twisting.
‘A poor choice in breeding partners,’ Talia finished. The gold dragon showed the least visible disgust. 
Nemesis held back on offering the specifics of what the pair got into. He could say with certainty that the woman wouldn’t be getting bred anytime soon. He was fairly certain Jaden had to put something into her to manage that… and given the device she’d been wearing in her thoughts; they were doing it wrong. 
He hadn’t even considered those could be used on men when he’d seen Harper and Min demonstrate one for his viewing enjoyment.
Before he could taint his own memories, the dragon forced himself to change the subject.
‘Is our secondary base ready?’ he asked.
Kaia and Talia had taken the spare formation flags used to build the initial outpost to a hidden location, where they’d started growing a place for the riders to have on their own. Nemesis and Min had talked about it when they’d first landed, but the group had been slow to start the project, since there’d been too many powerful spirit beasts to fight.
‘Yes, though some of the structures might not be fully developed yet,’ Kaia began. ‘We reconfigured several of the formations to redesign the place to suit our needs. Most of the construction has been running off ambient mana, so it grows more slowly than core-fed inscriptions.’
‘But,’ Talia said, taking over the explanation, ‘the walls are going to be significantly thicker, and since we were designing it without the need for military use, the actual area we’re building up is smaller. We combined the workshops into a smaller area and fused the tavern and the officer quarters to make a building that should be fun to live in. It’s secondary lairs that will be the hard part.’
Nemesis had already realized the last part would be frustrating. His lair had developed mana characteristics unique to his own core: the balance of water, darkness, and poison matched him perfectly. On top of that, the lair acted as an echo chamber for his mana, enhancing his ability to absorb energy while he hibernated… Starting over would slow the speed of his growth. On the other hand…
‘With our new cultivation techniques, I suspect we’ll be able to adjust our lairs to suit ourselves much faster. We’re all significantly stronger now. As long as we don’t lose ourselves in the primal instincts… I might be able to hit B-rank in a few more sessions,’ he said.
Shock rippled through the connection. Harper was the only other person able to see his scores, so she was the only one not surprised by his statement. A dozen questions flew across their link nearly all at once, rapidly enough that it came out as a babble of voices.
‘One at a time!’ Nemesis sent. He felt bad when he saw Kaia and Talia flinch from the power of his mental voice. ‘Sorry,’ he added, reducing the volume significantly.
‘What rank are you now?’ demanded Kaia. Talia nodded her head, signifying her own curiosity.
‘C2.’ 
A second round of shock radiated through the pair. Talia recovered faster. ‘What are your highest and lowest scores?’
Nemesis contemplating the question. Giving the answer would allow them to know his strengths and weaknesses, yet after a moment of thought, he realized that he could truly trust these women. He took in a slow breath and let it out through his nostrils. After a few seconds, he decided to answer.
‘Defensive is only C3, but Physicality is C1. Everything else is C2… including Magic.’
Talia had already realized he could manipulate mana externally now, but for Kaia the news came out of nowhere. Until now, Nemesis hadn’t realized someone could telepathically gasp… which was a bizarre sensation in his head.
‘You can do magic now? And your psionics still work??’
In response to Kaia’s question, he used his telekinesis to stroke her nipples in a highly inappropriate manner. The woman stumbled, and she might even have fallen if Talia hadn’t effortlessly snagged her by the waist and cuddled against her. 
‘Hey!’ Kaia protested. The link allowed him a clear view of the indignation and arousal she was experiencing.
Harper let out a mental laugh. ‘You deserved that—it was a silly question. After all, we’ve been linked telepathically this entire time… something he couldn’t do if his psionics had faded.’
Kaia flushed with embarrassment but was saved from having to think up a rebuttal, as they’d reached the gryphon stables and the leader of the legion scouts. The man silently passed over a bundle of talismans for each of them and wished them luck. 
Nemesis and Talia didn’t stick around for the review of orders, instead moving into the open space the gryphons were using to take off and land. A space that grew significantly less open as the dragons took their true forms. 
Talia looked as beautiful as always. She’d grown somewhat since they began cultivating… but it was nothing compared to the changes in Nemesis. He examined his own body and estimated that he’d reached sixty feet in total length. He didn’t have Artax’ long legs, so his body was lower slung toward the ground, yet the wide musculature of his hips remained. His neck and tail were significantly longer as well, and when he spread his wings he was stunned to realize they stretched nearly a hundred and forty feet across. 
His saddle creaked alarmingly and he grimaced, realizing that the enchantment on the robe might be struggling to deal with his rapid growth. He ran his telekinetic sense over the material and could feel straining among the small particles. 
‘I… don’t think this saddle will last into B-rank,’ he sent Harper.
‘I suppose that’s a good problem to have so soon, but definitely something to worry about. With my metal body nearly complete I can probably survive a drop from your back, but I definitely don’t want to test it.’
Nemesis wholeheartedly agreed. The entire reason Harper had chosen the tempering she had was to survive his venom. Earth mana to mute his acid, and metal to survive his poison… the combination made her incredibly sturdy. 
‘Are we waiting for Min to arrive? She’s growing steadily closer,’ he asked over the mental connection to everyone.
‘We’re going to meet her in the air,’ Kaia answered.
He turned his head and noticed the auburn-haired woman was already strapped in on Talia’s back. The gold winked at him, and then a flare of her wings saw her rippling into the air. The strange spread of bony fingers that formed her wings allowed her different maneuverability than his own wings… though it still made more sense than Persephone’s method.
The terrifying silver simply floated in the sky. 
Nemesis experienced a moment of shock when he realized that he might well be stronger than Persephone when he returned to the kingdom and the imperial center. She was a powerful A-rank, yet he was about to hit B-rank in less time than most dragons took to reach C. 
Hunt, Kill, Dominate indeed.
Harper slapped her hand down on one of the heavy scales along his neck. “We’re ready,” she announced verbally. He knew she’d done it for the benefit of the nearby gryphon riders. The flying cat-birds had keen senses, and the ones who had been coming in for a landing swerved to give him space.
Nemesis bunched his muscles and lifted his wings in preparation, then hurled himself into the air. His wings boomed as they snapped open wide and swept down. Rising had never felt so easy for him, and his heart sang in joy at the sheer power of his own body. Harper let out a laugh of exhilaration, and together they climbed into the sky.
Flicking his tail and tilting his neck was all it took to turn, so Nemesis soon caught up to Talia. He let out a playful roar and glided under her, then he flared his wings down and bumped her with his head. She let out a bellow her own and smacked his rear hips with her tail. Throughout the exchange, both were careful to leave Harper plenty of room between their bodies.
Nemesis and Talia spun around each other, looping and twisting in the air as they danced together. The entire time, they drew closer to Min and her dragon. Though before she’d come into sight, Nemesis realized something was wrong. Min felt scared, upset… and angry enough to color the mental link red. Nemesis reached through the bond to taste Artax’ condition and was shocked to find the dragon flagging. Pain and a bone-deep sadness wove through his being.
Artax is dying? he thought, stunned.
He reached across the space between them for Min. ‘We’re coming!’ he shouted. He felt her mind startle and knew she’d heard him. 
Her response was a faint whisper: ‘Artax… isn’t going to make it much farther.’
Pushing his new body to the limit, Nemesis began flying as fast as he could. 





He wasn’t fast enough. 
Diving toward the valley Nemesis headed to where he sensed Artax landing. The other dragon’s life force was waning, and Nemesis arrived just in time to hear the final thump of his heart. Min was curled against Artax’ jaw, sobbing as she frantically used her healing technique in an attempt to keep the dragon going.
Harper and Kaia lunged off their saddles as they raced to the downed dragon. He saw Harper pulling potions from her pack, ready to try her best… but it was too late. The mana within Artax had already started to dissipate. 
Numbly, Nemesis examined Artax’ wounds. 
Metal spears had been driven through his right side. Some kind of copper wiring had been looped repeatedly around the metal shafts… and Nemesis saw the hafts themselves were hollow. Blood trickled out the ends of the spears to drip onto the ground. There were at least a dozen impaling Artax from the angle he was looking. The awkward position of the body suggested even more were on the other side.
The spears had to be at least fifteen feet long… and the sight of the other dragon made Nemesis’ chest ache with anger. He felt paralyzed, unable to move for fear he’d lash out and hurt someone he cared about. Min’s pain was a lance that struck straight into his core like one of those horrible spears.
Beside him, Talia keened in a mixture of grief and rage. Flames were licking across her scales as she struggled to keep her aura from igniting the world around her. He forced himself to continue examining Artax in an effort to understand what exactly had happened. Min was in no condition to offer a report.
He saw numerous chains looping around Artax’ hind legs and the base of his tail. The chains ended in talon-like hooks that appeared to have dug into his scales. Nemesis tentatively felt the metal with his telekinetic sense and swiftly realized the hooks were coated in a gemstone—diamond, he suspected. They somehow fused the diamond and steel into a material capable of penetrating dragon scale… he thought numbly. 
What momentarily confused him was the size of all the weapons. They were overly large, too thick even for the ogres and ogre magi—until he remembered the giant. The giant that had cultivated the wind had been around thirty feet tall, so these weapons would fit beings of that size. 
Which meant the orcs had more of them… and they were prepared to battle against dragons.
Nemesis didn’t fear death, but the idea that Harper might feel the grief currently pouring from Min distressed him. The worry actually penetrated the shell of shock that had been buffering his mind from the emotions of the others.
Nemesis suddenly locked up as his telepathic abilities flared to the fullest and he found his mind stretching to wrap around each of the others. A tapestry of emotions formed, Nemesis serving as the thread. The women stiffened, confronted by the hearts of the others. Talia shrank down into her human form and threw herself into Kaia’s arms so fast her saddle didn’t even have time to hit the ground.
Min and Harper staggered, clutching each other as pain bounced back and forth between them. Everyone offered what solace they could, but Artax’ loss was a wound on Min’s soul that bled without stopping.
A wordless, begging request rose from Min, and Nemesis was helpless to resist. He reached out to Artax, seeking any sign of thought or emotion left in the dragon. A tiny flicker of life remained hidden in the depths of his brain. Desperate, Nemesis wrapped himself around the sparks and tried to blow it back into an inferno.
Only to have Artax stop him.
‘No,’ said the tiny ember of consciousness. ‘Your rider now. Protect her. Take… strength.’
A blink later, the mind dispersed under the strain of that final message. It traveled to all of them over their connection… and as a group they witnessed something shocking.
That final mote of the mind became a cloud of light that drifted into the dragon’s core. The core then flared, drawing in all the mana infused into Artax’ body. Flesh shriveled, muscle shrank, scales crumbled, bones turned to dust: everything that made Artax a physical entity decayed before their eyes and sank into that glowing core.
The blue-and-white gemstone spun rapidly in the air, then split with a powerful crack. The crystal became two gemstones that would have fit together to form a perfect sphere, had they not immediately flown toward Nemesis and Talia. Neither dragon was prepared when the broken core slammed into their chests and knocked them flat.
Talia landed in a heap with Kaia. The force of the blow tumbled them both to the ground and left Talia seizing as her muscles lost control.
Similarly, Nemesis took the blow and was driven to the ground as he lost control of his body. Lightning mana slammed into his core and spun the crystal until it resembled molten glass. Pain prevented his lungs from working… which was the only thing that stopped a bellow of agony from shaking the valley. 
Liquid mana seemed to race through his veins in place of blood. Webs of electrical energy spread out to strike all of his muscles, which spasmed in response. A boulder shattered as his tail flopped uncontrollably from side to side. One wing flapped while the other flexed tighter to his ribs. 
Nemesis felt something chewing its way up his throat, and his head reflexively snapped up toward the sky as his spine convulsed. His jaws opened and he released a burst of electricity into the air. In some ways, the worst part was he could tell that Harper and the others were all sharing his pain. It was a miracle none of them lost consciousness. 
His molten core, already misshapen since the group’s cultivation with Harper’s potion, began to cool, only now it featured a second, smaller globe, which floated in orbit around the first. Thin branches of material connected the two, making them into a single piece despite their appearance. This core was the brilliant blue-white of Artax’ lightning and let off energy that Nemesis now felt running ceaselessly through his body, a part of him. 
He searched his mind for any sign that Artax was there, yet there was no indication of possession, no hint of a lingering consciousness. He found a few vague memories of time spent with Min… and his affection for her now felt deeper, but that seemed to be all that remained of the blue dragon.
Talia had fallen still. Foam coated her blued lips, and her nude body appeared limp. Nemesis sensed her heart had stopped, so he acted on instinct. The dragon tapped a claw to her chest and sparks shot from his talon to strike her heart. The powerful organ stuttered, then fell silent. 
He jolted her again, and this time her heart began to thump steadily. Her eyes snapped open and she exhaled a vortex of wind that hit Nemesis in the jaw like a hammer.
Yet again, his head was driven to point at the sky… and then the wind swept past him. He slowly lowered his gaze to examine Talia carefully. She was coughing and clutching her muscles, yet she didn’t seem to be suffering any further ill effects.
He wasn’t sure the same could be said for the mammals. 
Nemesis watched in confusion as elemental energies wrapped around each of their bodies and locked them in a strange cocoon. An ephemeral force from the universe streamed down to flood into their bundled forms. Immense powers were flowing back and forth between all of them… some even licking out to lash against his body.
Talia stumbled away after a bolt struck her. The gold dragon transformed back into her true shape and dropped to her belly to lay in a heap. Nemesis backed away from the cocoons, then let his body drape against hers. They’d both changed, he sensed that, though he couldn’t quite tell how. Shock made it hard to focus. 
He sensed that Harper, Min, and Kaia were facing something that could change their fates forever, yet in that moment he was helpless to do anything to aid them. A buffer had come alongside the universe’s attention, and he’d been severed from everyone but Talia.
‘Are you alright?’ he asked, concern flowing from his mind to hers.
‘I… don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘I can feel Artax is with me, yet also that he is gone. His wind mana is a part of me now, enhancing my own existence. And my feelings toward Min are stronger than they once were… like his final act was to make me stronger so I could guard her.’
‘I feel it too. His lightning has formed a second core attached to my first. A few of his memories transferred to me, but mostly it is just love for Min.’
‘What do you think is happening to them?’ Talia asked with evident worry. ‘Is it a tribulation?’
Tribulations—Nemesis did his best to remember the details he’d learned about them. 
Tests given by the universe when a being stumbled upon a concept so powerful it can reshape the world. Something every cultivator fears and longs for. Supposedly, a cultivator couldn’t reach the pinnacle of their power without facing the wrath of the universe at least once. 
Everything he’d heard from Harper had implied that tribulations were mighty battles against heavenly forces that could leave the landscape shattered if the cultivator failed. This conflict, however, was contained within those strange cocoons. That implied it was something different to him.
‘I don’t think so,’ he finally said in response. ‘I think something of Artax passed through us to our riders. You got his wind, and I received his lightning… but neither of us are significantly bigger. We’ve both grown a few feet, but not as much as I’d expect if we’d each gotten a full half of Artax’ strength. If I had to guess… he sent most of his bodily might into them.’
Talia let out a worried rumble. ‘Harper’s potion gave them each a draconic bloodline, a strong one… but that bloodline was still dormant. You don’t think…’
Nemesis nodded his head slowly. ‘I do. I think Artax has triggered their bloodlines to awaken and possibly evolve. None of this, nothing that we’ve done in the last few weeks is regular. Harper was touched by the universe when she created those potions. Spirit beasts and cultivators aren’t supposed to be able to dual cultivate. I am not sure what is happening, but I think we’ve stumbled into something… different.’
‘You think we’ve stumbled on a path to divinity?’
The epitome of cultivation was reaching the divine planes and leaving the world behind. It was well known that divine beings walked the world. The Immortal and Kolos were worshiped because they had reached a point in their spiritual journey where the physical world was nothing to them… yet they refused to depart for the next. Instead, they remained to rule their empire.
Other gods founded sects which guided cultivators along specific paths, or ruled domains where none could challenge them. None of them could act openly without drawing the attention of the universe. The worlds above didn’t look kindly on the divine who chose not to ascend… yet some loved the world and chose not to go.
‘Perhaps,’ Nemesis said. He was distracted, worried about the implications of their changing bodies and cores. ‘Persephone warned me against drawing attention from Kolos when she saw my potential was S-rank. She told me the Immortal would have me killed if I appeared to be a challenge to his dragon. Now it seems we’re walking a journey straight toward that battle.’
Talia’s mind swam with worry as she reflected on his words. He felt her concern clearly, and in response he rubbed his head against hers. Neither spoke for a time, both consumed by worry for their riders; more, each of them was just as concerned for Min, a tightly linked member of their family now. 
Nemesis closed his eyes in an attempt to sense more of what went on within the cocoon, but he gleaned nothing from his attempts. Finally, he resigned himself to waiting. He was loath to touch the bundles of elemental energy, worried he might harm the people inside. Instead, he tried to learn as much as he could from the mana strands that made the containers.
The threads were incredibly fine, far thinner than anything he could manage. The cocoons appeared to be woven of every type of mana he knew, as well as some he couldn’t yet identify. He’d found he had some crude control of his own mana, enough to make water move around… but what he was looking at was leagues beyond anything he’d seen.
Gradually, he noticed the strands were starting to change. The transformation began at the bottom, where the women’s feet would be. For Harper, the mana threads turned dull and dark, vaguely resembling earth and metal, but flat… lifeless. 
Kaia’s had become a faded orange and yellow-white: wind and flames. Min’s cocoon transformed the fastest. He’d expected browns, greens, and blues… given Min cultivated wood and water. Instead, there were brilliant blue-white strands streaking the weave around her, and those were slower to fade to dullness. 
A closer inspection revealed similar veins of blue-white in the cocoons of the others, though less prevalent. When the color of each cocoon had become uniform, the fading completed. The women were left wrapped up in bundles of dull-gray mana that sagged on them as though deflating.
At first, Nemesis was terrified. Watching the cocoons sink in on themselves, he thought there was nothing left of his lovers. He lunged to his feet, only to clearly see the outline of each woman under their covering. One by one they began to move, struggling to free themselves.
The mana threads tore like wet silk, and he waited with breathless anticipation for his lovers to climb free. 
Talia had also regained her feet, and like him she waited to see them emerge. Nemesis suddenly realized it was a draconic instinct keeping him from interfering. Something about the process reminded him of a hatchling tearing its way out of its egg, and that was an event a dragon didn’t interfere with. The hatchling needed the struggle if it were to grow strong.
Which didn’t make it easy to leave Harper squirming and tearing at her own bindings. When she finally ripped a large-enough hole that she could get a limb free, Nemesis almost laughed to see she’d torn out the bottom of her cocoon. Her leg stuck out the hole and flailed around wildly while she tried to exit the shell.
She finally kicked her other leg out through the hole and started yanking it up along her body to get it off. Nemesis suddenly blinked and narrowed his eyes as he took in the fine scales that coated her exposed skin. They weren’t a complete covering, more like beauty marks in scattered clusters on her body.
But when she pulled her head free, he realized that his lover had grown horns.





Harper had a pair of horns that started as a ridge of bone just above her eyebrows and followed the lines of her skull to curve back and jut out behind her head. Her silver eyes were slits down the center, and all signs of the whites were missing—were all iris and pupil now. Currently, those eyes were staring at the world with wonder and confusion. 
A glance to the side revealed Min in much the same state. Her eyes were an arctic-blue slit down the center, and her face was framed by a pair of horns that curled back and around so the tips pushed forward just above her shoulders.
Nemesis’ view of Kaia was blocked by Talia’s head, though he did catch a glimpse that revealed scales along the woman’s forearm. He assumed the same transformation had taken place with her. What he saw revealed that each of the women had a significantly denser mana signature than they had before… whatever had just happened.
He took it all in with a flick of his eyes, and his first test revealed the telepathic links between them had returned to normal. 
‘Are you alright?’ he asked, pushing his voice gently across the mindscape to each of them. He’d expected them to be disoriented, not to instantly flinch when they heard his voice.
“Too loud,” Harper yelled. She clapped her hands over her ears, though that wouldn’t help in the slightest.
“Oooh, my head is aching…” Min complained. She used a wood mana technique to send a pulse of healing through herself, and Nemesis was surprised to see it ripple out from her body in a wave that encompassed all of them. “What the—”
“Did your Rushing Leaves technique just execute the full mana burst instead of stopping at your skin?” Harper asked quickly.
Her excitement was clear, though Nemesis wasn’t entirely sure what she was talking about. He knew that cultivators often gave strange names to their manipulation of mana. He hadn’t seen any leaves, though, and he wouldn’t have called the flow of wood mana particularly rushed… but humans were strange. Even Harper, who was only half a human, was still odd from time to time.
He watched as Min swept her arm in a circle and water mana rushed from the center of her body to her fingertips. A lash of water swept from her hand and looped around Harper’s waist. Min effortlessly yanked the smaller woman toward her and wrapped her into an embrace.
“My techniques work!” she exclaimed, bouncing with joy as she kept Harper squished to her in a bear hug. The two of them danced around for a moment, but then Min’s happiness dimmed and a wave of sadness swept through her. “Still, the price was too high.”
Nemesis extended his neck and rubbed his head across their bodies. He was careful to be sure they were against his jaw and far from his horn, though he realized his new size meant the gap between his jaw and horn was far larger. He was still adjusting to the fact that he’d grown significantly in the recent months.
Respecting the fact that their heads were sensitive, he attempted to broadcast his next words as lightly as he could. ‘Artax has passed, though his final acts seem to have passed his core on to Talia and I, and his bodily power onto you. I am not sure what happened, but I have a secondary core now, and it is pure lightning. In fact, I… think I can use his breath attacks now.’
All conversation stopped. The quiet murmurs of Talia and Kaia vanished as every head turned to look at him in a mixture of shock and confusion. Min stepped back, staring into his large eye as she stroked a hand along his scales.
“You have Artax’ core?” she asked. Interpreting her tone was difficult, and her emotions in that moment were a chaotic mess. 
Nemesis wasn’t so numb to human emotions that he didn’t understand why she was going to be vulnerable for some time. He chose his words carefully. ‘Artax was almost gone when I contacted his final thoughts. He requested we protect you. When his essence collapsed into his core, he somehow used his energy to split his elemental power. Half went into Talia, half into me… and it seems he sent a good deal of his physical power into the three of you.’
Kaia stepped closer, and for the first time her attention had fully left Talia. “He activated our bloodline, but he did more than that as well. I’m not sure I even qualify as human anymore. There’s an untapped potential in my body, though I’m not sure how to use it. I think he used soul mana.”
Harper’s jaw dropped and Nemesis looked from one to another in confusion. The dragon stifled his irritation at the fact they were allowing their surprise to make their explanations so disjointed. I managed to tell them everything in a simple, precise manner. Why do they have to drag everything out and color it in shock and awe? Do they intentionally leave these pauses in conversations to create drama?
Fortunately, Talia interjected. “I thought spirit beasts who could use soul mana were rare? Wouldn’t they have tested him for it?”
“They did,” Min replied, shoulders slumping. She reached up to brush her hair back, then cursed as she stabbed her palm on the tip of her new horn. Nemesis watched the water mana flow up her arm and pull her blood back in through the cut before she sealed it with a touch of wood. “Artax did have soul mana, but we never did anything with it. Much as I loved him, he… wasn’t smart enough to be trusted with it, which was one of the reasons he was lagging in his growth. We couldn’t find a good source to empower it. We made up for it with more wind and lightning, but his potential was never higher than B-rank.”
Nemesis remembered his own struggle to reach C-rank, the stumbling block that raising his mental prowess had created. If they hadn’t found the monkey-king invading the area, he’d likely still be at D-rank. 
The ladies began talking about soul mana, but Nemesis blocked it out. He realized he needed to check on his own growth and see exactly what Artax’ core had done to him. He called up his scores with a flick of his mind.
Nemesis: current rank, C0. Potential Rank, Limitless 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental C0
Lethality C0
Defensive C0
Physicality C0
Magic C0
Classification: Unknown. Subclassification: Unknown.
His suspicion was correct: Artax had pushed him to the peak of C-rank, but more… that big blue had somehow changed his potential once again. Nemesis stared at the word Limitless where it had previously read Unknown—the result of his cultivation with Kaia. 
It confirmed what he’d talked about with Talia—they had stumbled onto a path of divinity. It also meant their risk of being hunted by Kolos and the Immortal was assured. If anyone discovered the extent of their potential before they grew strong enough to protect themselves, they’d be killed without hesitation.
‘We’re going to our retreat. The orcs and the legion will have to wait.’ Nemesis’ abrupt command shocked them all into momentary silence. Just as they opened their mouths to protest, he sent them the mental image of his scores. Using a twist of telepathy, he rimmed the word Limitless in flames to be absolutely sure they saw it.
Without even a hint of complaint, the women piled onto his back. Min and Harper upon his, and Kaia upon Talia’s. Nemesis reached out with his mind and gathered Min’s bolts and arbalests, then wrapped Artax’ saddle in its straps. He found it trivial to float the weight behind him as he hurled himself into the sky.
The flight to the mountain on which they’d built their private base took a few hours, during which Nemesis himself lost in thought as he tried to understand all that had happened. He was aware the women were talking, and though they asked him the occasional question… he didn’t truly respond. 
When the mountain finally came into sight, Nemesis spent a moment studying it. Their formations had taken earth mana and raised a circular ring of walls with no doors upon its craggiest side. The peak was surrounded by a forest of charred trees. Gas vents let superheated air trickle through the wood continually, so the nearby plants had grown rich in fire mana. 
A spring split the rock that they’d used as the foundation of their buildings. The water flowed cold and from deep within the stones. Talia and Kaia had created a formation that trapped the darkness mana in the water and funneled it into a reservoir where Nemesis could sleep. The filtered water was then channeled into the base to serve their various needs. 
The peak of the mountain, too hot for snow, had been intended for Artax. Harper had raised several spikes of metal around the flattened top to draw in lightning, and Nemesis saw that system was working. Even now, bolts were lancing down from a storm that seemed to spin slowly around the rocks. 
Something seemed different to him in that moment, and he realized he wasn’t used to feeling a pull to fly into a storm. He resisted for the sake of his passengers, but he made a mental note to try and spend some time curled up between the lightning attractors. 
The few buildings of their private base looked rough, almost primitive compared to the structured produced by the legion formations. Kaia had altered the spare formations to the best of her ability—she simply lacked the skill of the army formation masters. But what she lacked in aesthetic design she made up for in structural stability. 
Their walls had to be at least three feet thick, and metal ran amidst the rock to strengthen it. Nemesis saw the outer walls were a good ten feet deep, which made them look shorter than they were. He suspected it would be hard for even the giants to break through. 
And it’d become even harder, once Talia showed Harper the strengthening runes to impregnate the rock with. He knew they wanted to talk, but his instincts drove him to secure their base first. Min grabbed her spear and set out to inspect the place for signs that spirit beasts might have tried moving in during their absence. It was a necessary chore each time they visited.
Harper and Talia split off to tend the walls, and Kaia went to see what she could do about creating a chamber they could cultivate in without damaging the buildings. That left Nemesis to do a patrol around the burning forest and peak.
He waited for everyone to dismount, and while they got to work, he lowered Artax’ saddle to the ground. One reason he’d claimed it was the realization he was finally large enough to fit the straps. The design had room for Min and Harper to share. 
He shook those thoughts away and focused on what he had to do. His wings boomed as he swept himself into the air and began circling the mountain. Nemesis used both his mana sight and his mental senses to seek out the spirit beasts that had likely settled in the area. 
He began at the base of the mountain. There, the forest was flush with a balanced mana system. He sensed numerous creatures, but none that posed a threat to their base. Spiraling up along the steep mountain, he saw a herd of goats straddling the line between the normal forest and the charred plant-life. The shaggy animals were strong and flames licked along their horns, yet their wool was clearly formed from vines. He suspected they’d descended from a higher elevation. 
Aside from passing their location to Talia in case she grew hungry, he left the weaker spirit beasts alone. They’d cowered when his shadow passed over them, making it clear they didn’t have a powerful leader… yet. 
The more-exotic mana of the burning forest made it harder to spot the spirit beasts hiding within. Nemesis noticed several flowers and fruits that Harper would want. He carefully harvested them with his telekinesis, and soon he found himself trailed by a floating variety of flora. 
When he swung back over their small base, he lowered the plants in through the doorway of the crafting hall and sent a mental image to Harper. Her wordless thanks warmed him, yet it didn’t pull him out of his search. 
His vigilance paid off when he reached the upper heights of the mountain. Just as the forest gave way to the steaming peak, he found a strange wolf. The spirit beast’s black fur made it almost invisible against the mountainside, but its mind stood out like a beacon to the dragon. Lightning sparked between its teeth, and when Nemesis drew in closer he saw that it was feasting on the remains of its own pack. 
The spirit beast had devoured its followers to enhance its own strength, and a cruel mind had begun forming within its skull. Nemesis judged the wolf to be somewhere in the mid C-ranks, though the mana within it was still fluctuating. It had gobbled down the cores of its pack and was working its way through their bodies. 
Which meant it was powerless when he dropped on top of it. His telekinesis locked it in place and one powerful strike from his front leg was all it took to break the beast’s spine. While the animal was nearly the length of a horse, it was very slender. 
Now that it was paralyzed, Nemesis wrapped his jaws around its crippled body and tilted his head up. The wolf squealed and clawed at the air as he shook his head until it began to slide down his throat.
A single chomp of his jaws crushed its skull and stilled its struggles. He could feel his throat bulging and admitted to himself that he probably should have taken a bit more time to chew… but he hadn’t wanted to ruin the cores it might still be digesting. Eating it whole would allow him to absorb everything that it had been attempting to consume. 
When he finally cleared his throat, he spent a moment coughing. Airway clear, he swept his eyes over the remnants of the pack. He telekinetically separated all the meat bitten by the alpha wolf, casting it away. What harvestable meat and fur remained he gathered to take to the ladies for crafting. 
Closing his eyes, Nemesis found he could just barely manage to float the stuff to the base. Oddly, he suspected the increase in his range came from the lightning mana now circulating in his head. He had no idea what it was doing, but it seemed to make his mind work faster, harder.
Still, he was tired by the time he let go of the meat, fur, and bones, so he yawned and took the time to climb the peak with his own claws. The static charge around the pillars of metal washed over him and caused his scales to tingle; the secondary core in his chest absorbed it eagerly.
Once Nemesis reached the center of the storm, he curled up and went to sleep.





Miraculously, he hadn’t achieved godhood in his sleep.  
With the way his powers had been expanding, the dragon had half expected to wake up and discover he’d transitioned to B-rank, or skipped over it entirely. The lightning core he now held felt glutted with power. Sparks danced through his muscles and bones as his body adapted to the changes. 
Nemesis shifted uncomfortably as the scales at the base of his neck itched. He couldn’t reach the spot with his mouth, and his claws couldn’t seem to find the source of the itching. He forced himself to put it out of his head as he spread his wings and flew down to the base to rejoin the others. 
The flight was short, yet he still had some time for his thoughts. 
It’s hard to believe the orcs were able to kill Artax, even if they have cultivators transforming into other types of giants. Physically, Artax had to be equal to a high C-rank cultivator… but they bested him with spears and chains. How could they manage to wear down his might? What would have happened to Min if we hadn’t been flying out to meet her?
The question made his stomach churn. Nemesis made a promise to himself: that he would honor Artax’ sacrifice by making sure that Min lived a long life, and a happy one. She is mine!
He glided over the wall of their retreat and commanded his body into its elven form. Even as he started to drop toward the ground, he wrapped himself in his telekinesis and lowered himself into the base. Sparks of thought told him where the others were. 
Talia was sleeping with Kaia at her side, if he was gauging the distance correctly. Min was in the crafting hall, likely the forge. Harper was nearby, so Nemesis assumed she was working on her alchemy. He walked in their direction with his hands clasped behind his back as he continued thinking.
There’s no hiding the growth any longer. Commander Toh seems too experienced to miss our advancement, but now that the girls have grown horns… we can’t hope to conceal that. Which means we need to lean into it—to make ourselves so powerful they can’t afford to anger us. The commander is likely an A-rank, which means I might survive a fight with him, depending on his mana types. Harper and the others wouldn’t. A thousand soldiers, a hundred gryphons, Jaden, and Cambus are far too much for us to survive. If we try to slip away, then they’ll hunt us down. I’m fairly certain the Scaleguard crystal in my chest would let them track me. 
Nemesis sighed, yet he came to the only conclusion he could. We have to help the legion survive the orcs… and then figure out how to handle the legion. We’re not direct enemies with the empire yet, though from what Persephone hinted that is likely just a matter of time.
Thoughts of the silver dragon flickered through his head. Her youthful humanish form, her elegant beauty as a dragon… and Glaive. Nemesis couldn’t stop a twist of distaste from crossing his features at the thought of the human cultivator. The man was so stolid and unemotional, he couldn’t grasp how Persephone dealt with him. She was… lively.
A pair of arms slipped around his neck, and he would have startled if Min’s mind hadn’t touched his own at the same time. “You’re thinking so hard I can feel it at the anvil,” she said. There was a melancholy to her voice that upset him. He turned in her embrace and wrapped his arms around her to pull her into a tight hug. “Oh!”
Nemesis rarely initiated the softer sides of human physical affection, so it took Min a moment to relax into his arms and rest her head against his. Given their disparate heights, her chin ended up on top of his skull. The dragon found he didn’t mind it so much. A few seconds later, he began to stroke his hand along her spine just as Harper had done for him on more than one occasion. 
Min shifted, but Nemesis was patient. He could feel her emotions, as well as the ones she tried to avoid. Those welled up, and when he refused to release her, they burst forth. Hot tears began to fall on his head as Min silently wept. 
He continued stroking her back, even while trying to discreetly manipulate the water mana in her tears to deflect them from landing in his hair. 
Minutes passed before her sobbing dried up; once it did, Nemesis relaxed his arms so she could take a step back. He frowned when he saw the pain remained, despite having been lessened. “I had hoped that would make you feel better,” he admitted. 
She offered him a smile tinged in sadness. Her eyes, now a brilliant blue and serpentine pupiled, were red from crying. “Oh, Nemmy… it helped a lot. You and the others are giving me the strength to keep going, but that doesn’t mean I won’t be sad. I felt happy when you hugged me, and safe… but I was still sad too.”
Nemesis grimaced at how complex that sounded. “Then I guess I shall have to keep hugging you.”
Min burst into a laugh that had a touch of hysteria to it. “I’d like that, you grumpy thing, you.” She planted a kiss on top of his head. Then gave him a nudge to keep heading down the hall. “Go see Harper. I’m going to keep working at the forge. Pounding hot metal is… comforting.”
Unsure, Nemesis hesitated. She nudged him again, so he reluctantly started walking down the hall. Her heart was a turbulent mix of grief and release, which was difficult for him to decipher completely… though the weight of her burden did not seem about to overwhelm her. He decided to trust her judgement and increased his pace toward the laboratory.
A triple ring of inscribed symbols marked the entrance to the alchemy lab. Nemesis studied the formation. He assumed they were to purify the air and prevent any leakage. They appeared more elaborate than the ones at the outpost. He carefully slipped his mind into the room to assess Harper’s activities. 
Her mind hummed with focus and he felt the table before her was littered with herbs. Leaving her thoughts private, Nemesis knocked on the table with his telekinesis. He sensed her jump and smiled, amused that she’d been startled. When she opened the door, he found that she wasn’t wearing one of her protective masks.
Harper reached out and curled her fingers into his robe, then yanked him in through the door. He could have resisted, but he didn’t see a point. He soon found himself wrapped in another hug, though this one wasn’t his doing. His arms looped around her waist while he rested his chin on her shoulder.
“Are you okay?” Harper asked. 
Nemesis blinked several times, confused as to why he wouldn’t be. “Of course, why?”
“Artax died…” She trailed off, then studied his face. A sigh escaped her and she shook her head. “I keep forgetting you don’t think the way we do, even after all these years. I guess I just expected you to be mourning him.”
Nemesis frowned, then spent some time to reflect on his feelings. Once, he would have offered her a vain, flippant answer, but now he understood that she required him to think deeply about his actual feelings. When he was ready, he met her gaze.
“Artax was a strong dragon, and worthy of a long life. He might not have been brilliant, or even smarter, but he had a noble heart and gave his life to protect Min. A part of him will always live on in me, and I intend to do my best to honor his sacrifice by giving no less than he did to protecting my riders. I might not be grieving, not the way you do… but I will miss him.”
While nothing he said was a lie, Nemesis chose not to elaborate on the easing of tension he felt without Artax competing for Min’s affections. In that moment, he understood that the territorial instincts and possessive greed of dragons might not be a perfect one for living with others. 
Truthfully, he didn’t think Harper would benefit from knowing that some part of him had always chafed at having Artax nearby. Not that he’d be free of that irritation, now that Cambus had arrived… and that dragon stirred a far more aggravating mindset in him.
Harper had tears in her eyes when she kissed him. Her arms tightened around his neck and shoulders and he felt her fingers curling in his hair. He could only assume she approved of what he’d said. Her lips were soft against his, and he couldn’t help but blink in confusion as her tongue slipped into his mouth.
How… does feeling sad make her aroused? I am confused.
He inspected her emotions and found a mix of love, pride, and gratitude in her heart. He grasped why she was proud: he was a strong dragon, and wise beyond his years… but why did she feel grateful? Nemesis put the mystery out of his head as his hands settled on the tight leather stretched across her perfect ass. 
She tugged his hair in an effort to tip his head back, tugging his bottom lip with her teeth. Letting go, she peppered his jaw and throat with kisses. When he lifted her up and dropped her bottom on the table a moment later, she groaned and pushed him back a little.
“No, no, sorry! Not in here. I don’t want to risk destroying these herbs before I know what potions to make from them…”
If he hadn’t heard the regret in her voice, he might have pouted. As it was, he couldn’t stop himself from grumbling. “But you started it…” 
Harper let out a huff of breath. “I know, and we can continue… in my room. Not here. I just don’t want to harm the plants you harvested for me.”
The dragon could understand not ruining a valuable resource, though he had to admit it was difficult to avoid throwing her to the floor and claiming her. He closed his eyes and cycled his breathing, in through his nose, out his mouth. When he was calmer, he threw her over his shoulder and started marching out to find a bedroom. Any bedroom.
Harper shrieked, laughed, and playfully slapped his back with a hand. He took care of the door with a flick of his telekinetics, then proceeded down the hall as he tried to remember the building layout. Recalling that the living quarters were in the small tower opposite the crafting hall, Nemesis made his way outside. 
The entire time, Harper pretended to try and escape his grasp. When one of her feet came far too close to his cock for comfort, Nemesis undid her belt and used his mind to slide it down her body. With a smile, he realized no one was there to witness what he did except his other lovers. 
That thought spurred him to make her pants follow suit. Harper let out a gasp of surprise, the sound shifting into a moan when her belt suddenly looped repeatedly around her ankles and calves, binding them together.
Nemesis delivered a spank to her bare ass and she let out another sound of enjoyment.
“Where’s this coming from?” she gasped. 
Nemesis paused before he reached the tower. They were standing under the heavens, exposed but for the walls around their small hideaway. “There’s no one here but my lovers… why should I hide?” 
Putting action to thought, he lifted his hand and slipped it between her thighs. His fingers found her sex and he started caressing slow circles around her folds. He didn’t touch them immediately though—he waited for her to grow more eager. 
“Nemmy… what are you… planning?” she whispered. He enjoyed the thready sound of her anticipation.
Telekinesis allowed him to swiftly unlace her leathers and finish stripping her. He then took the cords that held her vest shut and used them to bind her arms behind her back. Harper was flexible enough that tying her elbows together with her wrists pointing up toward her neck didn’t strain her tendons, and it caused her back to form a beautiful arch. 
When he used the winding cords from her braid and her vest to blindfold her, the heat between her thighs turned molten. Her dark hair was trapped, and he suspected her horns might ruin the leather, yet the sight of her having only her lips and the tip of her nose exposed was erotic. 
Nemesis floated her up into the air, then rotated her until her head was tilted downward. He was able to resume tormenting her sex with his nimble fingers when he lowered her head to hip level. A thought opened his robes, and the moment she felt his shaft brush against her cheek she chased it with her lips. 
Nemesis teased her by adjusting his hips so his cock bounced off her face several times before he allowed her to catch it. “Ooooh, yes, more tongue,” he prompted when she began to lick around the head.
“My… pleasure, mmm, but what… are you going to do with me?” she purred. Her active mouth made her words a bit harder to understand, yet Nemesis had no problem grasping her question.
His answer was to dip his fingers into her sex and began scissoring them back and forth. The act caused her to shiver, and her inability to move freely only increased her enjoyment. While continuing the motion, Nemesis sliced her leather pants to ribbons and swiftly braided it into several lengths of slim rope. 
One, he looped about her ankles and then tied to her elbows, forcing her hips to arch forward and completing the task of bending her spine like a bowstave. Another, he wrapped about her torso, framing her breasts with a loop above, a loop below, and an X in between. 
When he tightened that rope, it forced her chest out and her nipples instantly hardened. 
The last loop went around her throat and slithered down her spine to tie around her thighs. He was careful with the placement of that one, because the woven cord would choke her each time she pulled with her legs. 
He trusted his telekinesis to ensure she wouldn’t be strangled…  and he trusted her strength to be able to snap the bonds if she had to. Mundane leather could never hold someone with a body of steel. 
The more ropes went around her flesh, the more she licked at him. “Mmm, ah, ooh, mmm, oh yessss,” came her garbled words as she encouraged him. Finally, she couldn’t produce any noise at all—she’d taken his cock completely into her mouth and pushed her head down until the entire thing was swelling her throat. 
Nemesis groaned at that. They’d gone farther toward true sex than he’d intended, but that was his fault… Nemesis could admit he’d underestimated how excited the public bindings would make her.
“Can I watch?” came the sudden sound of Talia’s voice.
Harper shocked him by screaming around his shaft and instantly climaxing on his fingers.
“I… think that’s a yes,” Nemesis said.





Talia peeked her head around the doorway to their living tower, a smile on her lips, and ran her eyes over Harper’s body as the half-elf floated in midair before him. Nemesis saw that the other dragon hadn’t bothered to dress.  
“She seems to really enjoy that,” Talia said. She swayed as she walked to Nemesis’ side. Her hips swished and her breasts jiggled enticingly. Nemesis noticed that she’d pulled her long, metallic hair up into a bun above her head. The scales along her arms and legs gleamed like coins, something he felt drawn to. 
Harper calmed enough to resume her frantic swallowing, and her throat gurgled wetly as she did her best to keep him in the depths of her throat. Her pace caused him to grunt, pleasure shooting up his spine.
“I believe… she does,” he managed. 
Talia pressed against his back after walking a slow circle around them. Her breasts pressed on either side of his neck. He was sure she had to be standing on tiptoes to manage that—he knew this form wasn’t that short. He wasn’t about to complain, however. 
One of her hands traced down Harper’s stomach while the other caressed his own. She clasped his rider’s breast and squeezed, rolling it between her fingers like a toy. “You know, I enjoy this treatment too,” she pointed out.
“Mmm… Kaia may have mentioned that.”
Harper’s sex clenched around his fingers, so Nemesis took his other hand off the back of her head so he could match Talia’s touch by playing with Harper’s other breast. The joint groping made his rider squirm even more vigorously against her bindings.
“Do you want to see me lick her?” Talia asked suddenly. “I could slip my tongue in and swirl it around. It makes Kaia go insane… apparently I accidentally made that part of me longer than normal. How was I supposed to know human women had such short tongues?”
Nemesis chuckled at her complaint. “They’re built so weirdly,” he admitted. “Though I’ve come to enjoy the form.”
“Mmmm, me too. Especially when they’re sweaty. The musk smells delicious.” 
Talia was practically drooling on his shoulder by that point, and Harper was trembling, almost immobile. Nemesis read her emotions, finding that she was enthralled listening to the conversation. He’d been worried she’d feel neglected, given she was providing far more pleasure than he was returning. Instead, she gave off a sense of captivation.
He suspected it was one of those kink things.
“Very well,” he said, coming to a decision. “Let me adjust her position.”
He withdrew his fingers from her slit, prompting her to immediately whimper around his cock. Telekinetic energy forced her legs open, which was one reason he’d bound her ankles and not her knees. The loops around her thighs didn’t cross each other, which meant he could make room for Talia’s head. He had to float Harper’s hips to one side, but the female dragon didn’t mind.
It is amusing that of my lovers… it is the dragoness who lacks a pair of horns in this shape, he mused.
Nemesis felt a captivation of his own as Talia’s head dipped between Harper’s thighs. The ropes actually meant that once Talia settled Harper’s weight on her shoulders, the half-elf couldn’t get down on her own. 
Nemesis saw Talia’s jaw flexing and could hear the sound of her tongue lapping across Harper’s shaved mound. The dragon was tracing her tongue along the outside before she sampled it fully. With Harper suspended diagonally, she struggled a bit on his shaft. He used his powers to adjust the ropes to ease some of the tension on her neck and allow her to improve her angle. 
The dragon let out a contented sigh as she resumed her eager slurping. 
Talia’s hands moved, one clasping Harper’s ass, the other her thigh, ensuring she had the exact position she wanted to enjoy her feast. The gold dragon proved voracious—she lapped and licked greedily. Pleasure radiated off both women, and he could see muscles tensing all over Harper as she began drawing toward another climax. 
The tension seemed to make Harper wild. She began pulling her neck back until she was swirling her tongue around the tip of his cock, then she sucked him back down… all as rapidly as she could. A shine of spit gleamed off her lips, despite her attempts to swallow. He was surprised, however, when she pushed a thought into his head.
Throughout the encounter, he hadn’t been reading her thoughts, which meant she put a great deal of effort into the message.
‘You need to fuck Talia in the cultivation chamber we prepared. But let us get to the observation booth first.’
He felt her face warm around his cock as she blushed. ‘Observation booth?’
‘It was Talia’s sug—oh FUCK, yes, yes… lick faster, deeper… oh gods, gods, more, yes ooooooh.’
Harper’s thoughts came apart as a climax took her, and since Nemesis had nothing obstructing his mouth, he turned to put the question to Talia: “There’s an observation chamber on the meditation center you inscribed?”
Talia whimpered, he assumed at the realization she’d have to stop licking, but she managed to, lifting her head just enough to talk.
“Yes! I thought it was a good idea, since we could take turns making sure nobody went overboard. Why? Do you want to use it?”
Sparks flared in her aura and a look of mania flashed through her golden eyes. Nemesis paused, assessing himself… and realized that the passing of Artax had stifled the residual instincts he had been feeling. What is that human phrase… a bucket of cold wine or something? Whatever it was, Min’s grief was all it took to cool that primal drive to claim more.
Slowly, he nodded his head. “Harper thinks it is time.”
Talia let out a squeal, then she shocked him by popping Harper’s lips free of his cock and manhandling the half-elf until they were chest to chest. Talia slammed her lips against Harper’s and held her with casual strength. Nemesis ached, but he was able to resist the temptation to snatch his rider back. 
Closing his eyes, he reached out his thoughts to Min and Kaia. ‘Harper says it is time for us to use the cultivation chamber, and asks the riders to go to the… observation room.’ He hesitated slightly, the idea still a strange one to him. Part of him wondered if they had just been wanting the ability to watch him fuck. No, who would put in so much work for something as simple as that?
When Nemesis opened his eyes, Talia was staring at him expectantly. He shrugged his shoulders and waved a hand. “I don’t know where the cultivation chamber is,” he pointed out. Both women exchanged guilty glances, then Talia put Harper over her shoulder like a trussed deer and started walking to a different side of the enclosed space. 
Before they’d even reached the door, which was set into a stone dome tucked against the wall, a flash of fire and a burst of sparking mist appeared on either side of him. Min and Kaia both appeared slightly out of breath, likely from having pushed their movement techniques to the maximum. 
“Why did you two run?” he asked, confused at the eager expressions on their faces.
“I don’t want to miss it!” Min exclaimed.
Kaia nodded her head. “After feeling you manhandle me, I can’t wait to see what you do a subby little thing like Talia.”
Nemesis stared at the two of them. He then glanced at Talia and saw the gold dragon was blushing and had paused at the door. Harper, still blindfolded and bound, squirmed. A scarlet glow radiated from the half-elf’s skin and Nemesis could smell her arousal. His rider was practically dripping on Talia’s shoulder.
“I’ll never understand your strange obsession with… odd ways of sexual coupling,” he grumbled.
Harper let out a laugh. Given he could only see her mouth, and her head was upside-down, her smile looked perverse. “It doesn’t matter, you’re good at reading what we want and giving it to us. You might not fully understand it, but you’re a very attentive lover, Nemmy.”
Min nodded, and Kaia planted a kiss on his cheek. “As far as I’ve seen, she’s right. After all, a lot of men would hesitate to throw me around and take me as roughly as you did,” Kaia added.
“You’re great,” Min agreed. 
Nemesis gave up trying to understand mammal women. Instead, he reached out and slapped Talia’s ass. “Come on, let’s go inside. I suppose it’s time to see what this room is all about.”
The gold dragon let out a yelp and jerked open the stone door. That was when Nemesis realized the entire chamber was made of obsidian with metal woven through it. The metal looped and swirled in complicated patterns, perfectly matching the inscriptions he’d seen in other places. On top of that, the dense volcanic glass felt heavier than it should.
Touching it, he realized that they’d compressed it with mana while using dragon fire to heat it. It might look like obsidian, but it was something far rarer. 
That Harper had managed to form the symbols with metal and sink them into the glass while it cooled made the entire thing stronger. He suspected it went beyond even what he could tell, but his knowledge of magic wasn’t advanced… he’d never needed to study it before.
The dome also proved to be a sphere that was mostly buried in the stone. The door was a foot thick, and there were three of them that somehow slid sideways into the material itself. He used his mind to manipulate them, and that allowed them all to travel down the tunnel faster. 
Their path took them into the center of a stone bubble that had to be nearly two hundred feet in diameter. Distinct layers of dragon touched obsidian, each inscribed, formed a shell around the actual cultivation chamber… which was only thirty feet across. 
Highly polished crystal formed a window six feet wide about ten feet up the inner curve. A side tunnel split off the main path, and Min plucked Harper from Talia so the riders could go down it. Nemesis put a hand on the blonde’s shoulder to make her pause.
“You can remove the blindfold, but you can’t untie her yet. Let her squirm that way for a while,” he said in a quiet voice. 
Min flashed a smile and kissed him. “See? You understand us.”
With that, they left Talia and Nemesis to finish entering the cultivation chamber and close the next set of doors around themselves. Six of those doors formed a six-foot-thick plug and sealed the room. The inscriptions along the walls gleamed in silver… and Nemesis noticed that the crystal also held a formation.
“Does the viewing chamber gather excess mana to allow them to cultivate?” he asked, fascinated.
Talia nodded. “Yes! We didn’t want anyone who wasn’t participating to lose out on the high-density mana, so we created a filtering system that would raise the mana in their chamber… but only to the point they could handle it. The rest of the mana is absorbed by the obsidian and reinforces the entire globe. This chamber might actually be indestructible if we cultivate in it enough.”
“Hmmm, fascinating.” Nemesis turned his head to look at the naked dragon. He’d caught snippets of what she’d done in the past with Kaia, and he’d seen some of her memories, certainly enough to have a grasp of what she liked. “Lower yourself onto the balls of your feet, knees spread as widely as you can manage. Back of your wrists resting on your thighs. Arch your back and lift your chin.”
The barked command surprised her, yet Talia dropped down into the provocative pose without hesitation. With her back straight, her chest was thrust forward, and she kept her neck lined up perfectly with her back, her chin raised and her eyes staring at him as she waited to be told what to do.
While Nemesis badly wanted to throw him onto her and slake the burning need that Harper had stirred in him—his ego demanded he live up to the praise the riders had just given him. For a brief moment he wondered if they had done that on purpose… then he dismissed the idea.
First, I need to work up Talia before we start. Which means giving her some orders. It’s the act of being bossed around that seems to stir her most… though not silly commands. Ones that make her perform…
He focused again on the dragon’s eyes. Once their gazes were locked, he let his eyes travel over her as a rumble escaped his lips. The sound echoed in the spherical chamber. “While I plan to eat you up, first you can entertain me. Why don’t we start with you massaging your breasts for me? You made them so absurdly perky—you must want them looked at.”
“Yes… sir…” Her voice actually trembled as she answered. Her nipples had tightened to hard points at the sound of his voice. He smelled her arousal grow. She traced her hands back along her thighs without putting her palms down against her legs. 
With her hands backward, she ran them up her stomach and under her breasts. It wasn’t until she’d caused the heavy globes to bounce by lifting them on her forearms that she reversed her hands to clasp her fingers around her tits.
In that moment, Nemesis truly understood the difference between breasts and tits. Talia groped and tugged on her chest, she pulled her nipples, squeezed her flesh, and did everything she could to keep his eyes locked on them. Watching her twist her nipples, tugging them so the full weight of her tits hung from them—the meaning was clear.
“You have beautiful tits,” he informed her. 
She squirmed, though he noted she continued keeping herself balanced on the balls of her feet. “Thank you, sir. I am glad you enjoy them. Would you like to fuck them?”
Though he did, Nemesis held back. “Not yet. Use one hand to finger yourself, show me how wet you are.”
Talia made a sound of disappointment, but didn’t hesitate in sliding her left hand down her stomach. She caressed the golden scales along her inner thighs, then used her fingers to part her pink folds to show him the moisture building up. 
Once he nodded, she slipped a single digit into herself and began to rock it until she’d buried it as far as she could. In and out her finger went, all while he stared. He ran his eyes up to her chest and raised an eyebrow. 
Blushing, Talia started pulling on her nipple once more. “Sorry, Sir,” she apologized.
“It’s alright. You’re doing well… but you’ll do more soon.”





Chapter 27 
Despite his own desires, Nemesis didn’t immediately push Talia to go beyond the single finger. He chose to keep the pace slower, letting her thoroughly work herself up to the point it was clear she wanted more penetration. He continually skimmed the frustration and lust swirling within her heart as she stroked her finger between her folds.
When she finally broke, he was ready for her. “Please… Sir, can I add another finger? Please? I’ll make it look so good for you!” 
Her urgent plea brought a smile to his lips. She’d gone from caressing her nipple to hungrily grabbing at her tit, squeezing and digging her fingers in. She was practically mauling it against her own body when she asked. Her hips had begun revolving in a slow circle over her heels while maintaining her crouched position. 
Nemesis was most impressed she hadn’t fallen over. She was still perched on the balls of her feet and her knees hadn’t come close to closing. She’d even kept her posture ramrod straight. Which was why he decided to offer her some praise.
“No, you’re being a very good girl, but you can’t add more yet. Instead, you are going to hold yourself just like that so I can have some fun.”
Being called a good girl was apparently something she quite enjoyed—he watched a shiver suddenly run through her body. Talia bit her lower lip and sucked on it in frustration, but she was marvelously obedient. 
I can almost see why mammals get so enamored with these kinds of games. There is a rush of power here… but it’s not a true power. She could refuse any time she wanted… still, the fact she chooses not to is a different kind of rush. It’s a strange thing. More ephemeral than simply taking what I want… perhaps more satisfying?
Nemesis pushed the philosophical nonsense away as he strode to Talia. At some point he’d abandoned his robe, though he didn’t remember taking it off when they’d walked. He was glad it was gone, however and couldn’t get in the way now. His fingers stroked down Talia’s face, caressing her cheeks and tipping her chin up so he could gaze down into her eyes.
Talia stared up at him, even as she slowly opened her mouth and extended her tongue out. The pink appendage reached her chin, which showed him exactly why Harper had enjoyed it so much. Despite being longer than normal, it looked typical for a human tongue. He rested the head of his cock on it, then said nothing.
Her body squirmed as she continued to tease herself. Her discipline, however, was strong. Talia didn’t try to lick or suck his shaft; nor did she retract her tongue or try to swallow the saliva building up at the point of contact. She waited for his orders, even as she drooled onto her own chest. 
When he reached down and curled his fingers into her hair, she allowed him to pull her upward enough that his cock dragged down her chin, traveled along her throat, and finally nestled itself between her breasts. “Are you a good girl?” he asked. 
Keeping his voice soft was hard—his urge to claim her grew with every passing moment… yet he saw the wisdom in fulfilling her desires. Talia radiated the tension of a coiled spring. He hadn’t missed the fact that the room was growing steadily warmer. The drool on her chest was now steaming, even as she enveloped his shaft between her tits.
“I can be, Sir,” she promised. “Do you want me to use these to pleasure you?”
“Yes.”
“As you wish,” she purred. 
He felt her flash of regret as she pulled her hand from between her thighs, but that didn’t stop her from doing it. She ran her hand up her own body, then used her tongue to clean her finger in a sensual display. Nemesis smiled in approval and saw her eyes flash in delight when she noticed his response.
When she finally clutched her own chest and began sliding her tits along his cock, he nearly groaned in bliss. Her skin was soft, silky, and hot. Feeling her chest sliding the length of his shaft, watching the tip bounce off her extended tongue when she pushed down, it was quite pleasing. 
Strange. Mechanically it’s similar to when Min does it, yet this situation has me far more sensitive. If I’m not careful I’ll lose myself so much faster. Perhaps I should make Min perform for me next time as well?
Nemesis was forced to resist the temptation to slam Talia’s mouth down until his shaft vanished to the hilt between her lips. He allowed her to use her chest to pleasure him, even as he contemplated how to begin the next stage of their joining. He’d catered to her desires… and now he wanted to indulge his own. 
Talia had grown red in the face as she moved, her fingers constantly twisting her nipples, even as she used her breasts to pleasure him. Her thighs had quivering, since she struggled to keep them wide open. Nemesis sensed that she was truly ready to give herself up. 
“To the wall,” he commanded, pointing at a spot along the curved obsidian where she’d be in full view of the observation room. The crystal, for some odd reason, didn’t allow him to see the women on the other side. 
On top of that, he’d found the thick formations made it hard to sense their thoughts. Everything about the sphere was designed to keep energies contained. He’d have to ask how they’d enjoyed the performance once he was done.
Talia leaped to her feet and ran to the spot he’d pointed. The muscles in her calves stood out in sharp definition after having crouched on the balls of her feet for so long. He smiled, knowing he wasn’t going to give her any rest for her legs.
“Face the wall, spread your feet, ass out. Press your tits into the stone and tip your head up to stare at the ceiling,” he said.
“Yes, Sir!” she cried. 
Her chin lifted to the point her hair started to slip from the bun she’d done it in. Nemesis undid it all before using his telekinesis to smooth out her long locks. He spun her hair into a tight braid and then looped it three times around her throat like a collar. 
Talia placed her hands against the obsidian and arched her back until her chest flattened against the wall. She forced her ass to jut back at him, so he grasped her hips on either side. Nemesis was done waiting, and he impaled her to the hilt in a single stroke. She squealed in shock, though not pain, he was relieved to see.
“May I compliment you, sir?” she begged.
“You may.” Honestly, Nemesis wasn’t sure what she wanted to say to him, but he wasn’t about to miss out on praise.
However, his focus was on sinking his cock into her in powerful strokes. His forceful impacts had her struggling to maintain the pose he’d commanded her into. He quite enjoyed the play of her muscles as she fought his strength. 
“Mmmm, Sir has such masterful… ah, ah… control. You’ve played me so well, oh oh-ooooh, yes, thank you, Sir. I’m so happy to feel your c-c-c-COCK!” she yelped. She’d begun sultry enough, but he hadn’t relented in his fearsome thrusting, so her vocal control had degraded as she’d spoken. 
Nemesis cherished the fact that she’d climaxed right as she’d tried to praise his manhood. While her body shook in orgasm, a rush of power flowed into his. It wasn’t like cultivating with the riders, though he’d tried to initiate the same techniques. He’d felt energy flowing out of him and into Talia with the action, yet what came back wasn’t the same sphere of titanic power.
Elemental energies were being exchanged, though at a deeper level than he would have predicted. It was hard to focus on his core—all he wanted to do was pay attention to the glorious sensation of her wet cunt sliding along his cock. Especially now that her muscles were clenching like molten iron around him.
The slap of her ass against his inner thighs was an enticing drumbeat, perfectly matching his thundering heart. Nemesis fell into a near trance as he let himself indulge in her. One of his hands grasped the thick braid he’d created, which he used to force her head back farther. Her lips were upside down when he claimed them. 
His core ached, yet the fiery energy from Talia wasn’t damaging it. By rights, her elemental mana should have been charring his insides, just as the viscous acid mana flowing into her from him should have ruined her core. To his mana sight, neither was happening. They were adapting to each other, the bond between them acting as some kind of buffer. 
Nemesis stiffened, then came with a roar a second later. His lips tore away from Talia, his head snapping back as he screamed in pleasure. The energy passing between them peaked when Talia reacted to his orgasm. The moment his seed began to splash against her channel walls, she lost herself to a new climax. Together, the dragons shook and finally collapsed to the floor.
Nemesis felt his core crack—except it didn’t. A tiny shard splintered off and passed into Talia, just as a spark of flaming red shot into him from her. That crimson seed impacted his core before splashing outward. 
His core reacted like a pond when a stone hit. A wave raced out, and a point of mana shot upward. That point remained connected by the same hair-thin threads that bonded his lightning core… and just like the lightning had, now fire formed a third core within him.
The pulsing fire core settled and grew still as time passed. Eventually, Nemesis was able to move again, so he rolled over to check on Talia. Her eyes were glazed and her tongue hung down over her chin as she lay on her back. Her arms were splayed out and her legs were awkwardly crossed at the ankles. To his relief, he saw no signs of damage. She was breathing steadily, and her heartbeat was strong.
Nemesis noticed a strange discoloration to her mana, but he couldn’t place it, since it wasn’t an element he was familiar with. He let himself flop back onto the floor with a groan. For a moment, he considered opening the door to the cultivation chamber. He decided against it when he realized how thick the mana was around them—dense enough that it would harm Harper or the others if they came into the room.
Remembering they could see and hear him; he spoke to the empty air: “Talia seems fine… and I’m… fine, I guess. I’m going to take a nap. Wake me if we’re invaded.”
With that, Nemesis closed his eyes and put the outside world out of his head. 
He waited for the blissful embrace of sleep and found it absent, which annoyed him. Finally, the dragon began meditating in the hopes he’d fall asleep that way. His core loomed before him and his consciousness glided around it slowly.
His unique mana signature was comprised of four elements in a harmonized mixture. Acid, darkness, poison, and water—forming a dark jade crystal with a unique blue-green tint that he associated with himself. 
Yet now sparks of crimson and blue-white flickered within that perfect sphere. Thin threads of mana bound two smaller crystals in orbit around his main core. Both felt strangely hard to look at. One was the brilliant hue of lightning trapped mid-strike, the other the depths of a roaring inferno. 
Nemesis was glad to see neither was leaking mana into his body. They had thin tendrils that were growing throughout his frame like roots, yet their energies were contained. Most of their channels focused at the base of his throat, then traveled up along his neck. Remembering how he’d spewed lightning the previous day. He presumed they were possible breath attacks developing. 
Oddly, he noticed the energies were also gathering at the thickest junction of his neck, shoulders, and wings. The energies were spreading out and weaving something in that area, though he couldn’t identify it at all. He spent a great deal of time studying the bones, muscles, and flesh in the area… and found no signs of deformation or contamination.
If anything, that area of his body seemed stronger than any other part he could examine. He almost wished he could recreate the effects through the rest of his body. After more fruitless searching, he gave up examining himself for flaws that apparently didn’t exist.
He still hadn’t fallen asleep, so he brought up his scores to see if they’d changed. They hadn’t, and he still appeared to be a peak C-rank dragon, which led him to dismiss his readout with a snort. Nemesis contemplated just faking slumber, but then he felt Talia stirring.
Acting on a whim, the black dragon opened his eyes and looked at her. She had pulled her tongue back into her mouth and was wiping drool from her lips. He reached down and gripped her braid, then dragged her up against him. 
She seemed surprised when he put her head on his shoulder. Talia relaxed into his embrace, not questioning why he wrapped his arms around her or held her cuddled against his torso.
The gold dragon, unlike Nemesis, was quick to fall asleep. He chose to remain still and hold her as she slumbered. One hand caressed her head as he dedicated his time to studying the formations in the globe. With the high mana levels nearby, the metal inscriptions were glowing to his sight. 
He could see what the formations were doing, but he didn’t understand the how. Talia was absorbing most of the mana in the chamber, but some of it was being drawn through the inscriptions and channeled elsewhere. Nemesis remembered that the observation room was supposed to increase the mana density as high as his riders could handle it, which meant they were likely cultivating at that moment.
He reached out through the muffling effects of the formations to try and sense their minds. Harper’s was the sharpest, and he felt that she was in a deep trance. Min’s vibrant mind was active, and definitely cultivating. Kaia, he couldn’t make out quite as clearly, though judging by the warm sensations, he suspected she’d had a climax recently. That had him smiling.
I bet they couldn’t resist touching themselves as they watched my masterful performance. They try so hard to have self-control, but humanoids will always be slaves to their reproductive urges. It’s good they have me to temper them. As long as I am satisfying their cravings, they’re unlikely to fall into the foibles of their species.
He closed his eyes once more and let his body go limp save for his hand stroking Talia’s hair. Nemesis realized that he enjoyed having her cuddled up against him. He pictured Harper, Min, and Kaia all adding to the pile and… 
Huh… perhaps there are more precious things to hoard than gold… 





Eventually, Talia woke and the mana levels had dropped to where it was safe to open the chamber door. Once they’d exited the room and passed out of the tunnel into the morning air, they were confronted by a trio of paper birds fluttering around their base. 
Nemesis almost destroyed them on sight, then he realized they were messenger talismans designed to track down someone’s mana signature. He captured them with his telekinetics and drew them close enough for Talia to decipher who exactly they were seeking.
“There’s one for each of our riders. If you or I try to open them, the messages will self-destruct. They’re legion standard missives. We’ll have to get the others from the observation station. Are they done cultivating?” the gold dragon asked.
Nemesis didn’t blame her for the concern in her voice. The group had left to go on an extended scouting mission and weren’t meant to be back for some time. For someone to have sent talismans after them implied something was wrong at the outpost.
He closed his eyes and stretched out with his mind. He ran into the muffling effects of the obsidian sphere, stronger on the outside than it had been at the center. “I can’t tell,” he finally admitted. “The cultivation globe traps in energies, and apparently also works to block my telepathy. I can get a dim sense that they’re focused on something, but they could be talking about how good we looked, cultivating, or communing with the universe itself, for all I know.”
Talia stretched and thrust out her chest. “We did look good,” she said. 
Nemesis didn’t object to her glances at all, though they did remind him that he wasn’t wearing his robes. He cast about with his senses and finally found the clothing about halfway between the chamber and the living tower. He plucked it up, shook off the dirt, and returned it to his body in a flicker of thought.
The idea that the legion might currently be under attack had occurred to Nemesis—he simply didn’t care much. Most of the soldiers were strangers to him, and the ones that stood out, he didn’t like. Commander Toh was… potentially a decent man, but anyone who allowed Jaden to run loose wasn’t someone he put much faith in. Still, he knew that Harper would want to avoid a slaughter. She was a kinder person than he.
“Ugh, we’d best fetch them. Harper will be mad if I allow the outpost to be wiped out.”
Talia let out a snort. “Kaia too. She feels a strong loyalty to her kingdom, even if she doesn’t care for the empire at large. But before we do, tell me, did something happen to your core while we…?” Talia circled her hand to encompass everything they’d done.
Nemesis bit off a laugh as he used his telekinesis to open the doors once more so they could start back down the tunnel. “Yes. In fact, I seem to have another secondary core… this one comprised of fire. Given the sensations running through me, I suspect I might even be able to breath fire soon, if I can’t already.”
Talia nodded her head rapidly. “Then it wasn’t just me! A strange energy flowed into me from you… except it wasn’t a type of mana I recognized at first.”
Nemesis cocked an eyebrow as he glanced back at her. “What is it?”
“It’s the inverse of poison: curative mana. Healing magic. I wouldn’t have recognized it if I hadn’t helped create some formations to improve health before we training. It’s a blend of different manas that come together to enhance life energy and healing.”
Nemesis felt confused as to why she’d have acquired that. He opened the side tunnel to the observation room and felt a tiny tension release when the doors moved out of the way and allowed him to sense what was going on inside. The women were cultivating. He strode in without hesitation, dragging the talismans behind him.
“We’ve got messages from the outpost.”
He sent the appropriate letter flipping over to the proper woman. After a second he realized he needed to…. untie Harper if she was to read the message. That took barely any thought, though since he’d ruined her pants she only had her vest to dress in. She didn’t seem to mind, though her slim legs distracted him quite a bit.
The questions he felt stirring in their minds faded as they plucked the birds out of the air. The paper unfolded into sheets of densely written script, and their concentration spiked as each woman began to read. Nemesis braided Harper’s hair once more as he waited. Impulse drove him to use some of the leftover leather to give Kaia and Min matching braids, though for them the hair didn’t descend much past the centers of their back. 
Hmmm, Min’s hair is growing out. A few months ago it only reached her shoulders. 
While he could have learned what was in the message by peeking over their shoulders or skimming their thoughts, the dragon bided his time and waited for an explanation. Fortunately it came soon—he’d found himself growing hungry and had started contemplating going off to hunt when Harper’s head snapped up.
“The outpost is under attack,” she said, “and it looks like the orcs brought their full army this time. Commander Toh is recalling us to the base as fast as we can fly. He’s also instructed us to fly high, claiming that the army has numerous groups of giants equipped with dragon-slaying equipment.”
There was a moment of shock, then everyone began moving to clear the cultivation area and gather what they needed to go. Nemesis could read the frantic emotions pouring off everyone and swiftly established the telepathic link between them.
‘Before everyone goes their separate ways, we need to prioritize. Harper, can any of the ingredients you were looking over be made into useful potions for this?’ he asked.
Harper, who had been running toward her pack, froze. Thoughts flew rapidly through her head, so strongly he could almost read them without trying. After a few seconds, her voice came back clear. ‘Yes, a number of the fire plants you brought can be made into flame potions. I’ll get on it.’
Nemesis nodded, then turned his attention to Min. “We need to fit Artax’ saddle to me, I… am sorry if that seems callous.’
A wave of emotion poured off the blonde human. She took several deep breaths, then turned to face him. Resolve settled over her face as she forced down the grief and took control of the anger. ‘It’s fine, and you’re right. Meet me in the courtyard and I’ll make it work.’
Kaia and Talia had vanished into the living tower and Nemesis didn’t interrupt them, since he didn’t know enough about what formations they might cook up to offer any advice. Instead, he moved into the open space to reclaim his true form. A pulse of his telekinesis cleared the area so nothing was crushed beneath his weight. 
Nemesis stifled a curse when he realized he should have stripped off his robes before transforming. With the fabric having transformed into his old saddle, he was forced to strip the tight material. Buckles were undone and straps flew through them fast enough to scorch the leather. 
He lifted the mass from his back and rolled it into a bundle, then shoved it up against the crafting hall. His only regret was that the specialized trunk on its back was impossible to remove due to the enchantments: it was all one piece with the leather.
Hoisting the chariot-style saddle upward, Nemesis took a moment to examine all of the straps. He didn’t detect any tears, though some of the straps could benefit from replacing. None were in danger of failure at the moment, which meant it was time to drop the weight on his back.
Even as he let it land on the heavily armored scales of his spine, he was stripping the javelin quivers from his old saddle. Those at least weren’t sealed together with the leather… though he wasn’t sure why. Enchantments were strange. 
Min, meanwhile, was saving him some mental energy by climbing under him and pulling the straps into place and locking them tight. A decade’s experience had given her a keen eye for exactly where they should go. She took a moment to run her hands over his scales to ensure none had edges that would cut into the leather, a genuine concern. 
Nemesis used telekinesis to warp the metal along the inner face of the chariot. The pinched steel formed hooks that would hold the quivers in place. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best he could do with the materials at hand.
Min, climbing onto his back and reviewing the saddle, paused. “I can do better than that. Give me a moment to get something from the forge.”
The blonde launched herself from his back in a burst of water mana. Her steps became fluid, gliding along the ground with ease to speed her journey. Nemesis simply double checked all of the straps while he waited. He took the time to check on the others and found fierce concentration radiating from all of them. He quickly withdrew, knowing it would be foolish to interrupt their focus.
If it were up to me, I’d probably not bother going back to the outpost, he admitted to himself. Unleashing our true strength will likely cause nothing but problems. Cambus was stronger than I expected him to be, but there’s no way he’ll be able to match where I am now. Of course, the big bastard still has some advantages in a fight… his mass alone is a problem. There’s also a good chance his scales can resist my venom.
The caustic power of his acid was undeniable, but Cambus was attuned to acid as well; it was usually difficult to kill something with its own element. Nemesis hadn’t actually used his venom on true dragons, since the lethality of his poison would have ended them. 
As a result, he didn’t know how well he could melt through dragon scales. There was a solid chance the toxins in his breath could sicken Cambus, even possibly kill him, if Nemesis hit his eyes or mouth. 
Cambus might be lazy and stupid, but he was one of the better fighters in our combat classes. Glaive and Persephone taught him the errors of trying to use his size to beat every opponent, and he can move his head fast when he chooses. I can’t count on something as simple as spitting in his eyes to kill him. 
Nemesis loathed giving the green any praise. Years of training with Cambus had solidified his dislike into a genuine distaste and contempt… but the continual thrashing he’d experienced in their combat classes when he couldn’t use his agility to his advantage had taught him that just because Cambus was beneath him didn’t mean he could ignore the dragon’s strengths.
Nemesis contemplated how easy it might be to arrange an ‘accident’ where Cambus was knocked down amidst the orcs. The army could solve his problems for him and reduce the green to a corpse for him… then he snarled in disgust. 
No, I have my pride. When I swallow his core it will be because I killed him myself. I don’t need to use lesser beings to do my killing for me. The bastard probably isn’t even strong enough to push me to B-rank.
Min returned at that moment and had a number of chains and straps in her arms. Across her back was a pack loaded with smithing tools. She ran up his body with the agility of a squirrel, then knelt to start working immediately. The banging grated on his ears, but he knew there was nothing for it. Anchor points were vital to aerial combat, and he wasn’t about to allow his riders to be killed by the slip of a quiver or a broken strap.
She hammered pins through the metal he’d creased and fixed true straps to them. After that, Min took thin strips of metal and he held them in place while she reinforced the creases with hammered bolts of some sort. Her mind gave him a clear image of what she was trying to do, such that it felt more like he was loaning her his telekinesis, rather than participating himself. The connection allowed his mind to wander once more.
I can’t imagine Jaden will be able to hide from the fight. He might be a coward and a bully, but he has a War dragon and his reputation is at stake. He’ll be trying to prove himself, which means showing off Cambus’ power. A decisive victory here could see him placed high within the Scaleguard at the end of his assignment. He’s so eager for it he used the gate to arrive early… and from what I gleaned, that was meant to ensure the legion could retreat in the face of impossible odds. 
Nemesis amused himself by imagining all the ways Jaden might slip up and get himself killed. Given the abilities he’d seen from the orcs so far, there turned out to be many methods to dream about. A few minutes later, with a sigh, the dragon acknowledged it wasn’t likely. 
Defeating the orcs will remove the immediate threats, and also likely put us in a position where Jaden won’t act against us. Proving our strength will force him to back down, though he’s stupid enough to be irritating. But it is almost assured that Toh will send back reports about the speed at which we’re rising through the ranks. Being labeled a genius might work for Harper and the others, but Talia and I will be anomalies in their eyes. We’ve kept logs of our kills, and defeating the forest king explains a great deal of it… but the chances our rise in strength being brought to the attention of Kolos is still significant. 
He let out a rumbling sigh and Min paused in her work. “Everything okay, Nemmy?” she asked. He realized that she was happy. Working with her hands and preparing for battle against her enemies had allowed her to shrug off her grief, at least for the moment. 
“Yes, I’m just annoyed that we can’t spend more time cultivating,” he answered aloud. He chose to speak so he didn’t accidentally color his thoughts and disrupt her positive mood. He’d noticed her growing sensitivity to his mental energy, and found himself enjoying her happiness.
“Horny dragon,” she teased. “While I would love to grow stronger… I can’t wait to make the orcs pay for what they did.”
Anger tinged her voice, and her mood grew turbulent. Grief threatened and Nemesis floundered for something to say that might help stabilize her mood. “We will—Artax gave me his breath so that I could use it to continue protecting you.”
The moment he said that, he flinched internally, a vague worry he’d made things worse rising… but his gamble paid off. Her mood turned tender, and while he saw a few tears gather in her eyes, she regained her composure.
“Yeah, yeah he did. Thank you.”





Nemesis found himself grateful when Talia and Kaia came into the open space between the buildings. Talia transformed into her beautiful true self, and Kaia climbed aboard his back to discuss some formation plates they’d brought out. Nemesis occupied himself with lifting Talia’s saddle into place and following her directions to strap it comfortably.  
Her saddle… confused him. To be honest, he wouldn’t have been able to assemble it without her help. He’d never realized how the shape of her wings altered the needs of her gear. The wing-fingers that extended out from her sides had membranes passing between them, which meant that no straps could wrap around her ribs. The longest of the bony fingers started at her shoulders. Her saddle actually attached around her neck, and then a long harness went around the hips of her front legs.
It looked awkward and made him glad he shared the same body type as Artax. His saddle’s back end fastened to the heavy spikes that emerged along his spine. He’d heard some larger dragons had ended up requiring bolts to be drilled through some of their scales just to allow their riders to remain mounted. 
Nemesis snorted at the idea. 
Once he had Talia’s equipment firmly in place, he turned his head to focus on what Kaia and Min were discussing.
“We’ve got enough of these wind cores that we decided to use them in defensive formations. The plates can be attached to the saddles, and once you insert the core a wind bubble will keep most of the arrows away. It won’t stop the stone spears, though… and I’d still watch out for the ogre archers, but the orc arrows won’t come near you,” Kaia said.
She was holding up one of the metal plates and waving around a milky core, while Min looked… a bit bored, actually.
The blonde accepted the formation plate and offered Kaia a smile. “Great, but will it affect my own shooting?” She jerked her thumb up to point at the arbalests mounted on the chariot walls. 
Kaia nibbled on her lower lip, then glanced at Talia.
The gold dragon ducked her head and turned it to so she was staring at the bow with her large eye. “It might, but I really don’t think so. Harper’s javelins might have a harder time, since they won’t have the siege bow’s strength behind them.”
Min grimaced. “That’s not ideal if we’re going into a big battle. Not being able to fight back… sucks.”
Kaia sighed. “I get it, but you can turn them on and off. They’ll give you protection when Nemesis is making a dive toward the enemy.”
Min nodded, though she didn’t seem fully convinced. Nemesis, however… found himself siding with Kaia. He was just as happy with the idea his riders would have some kind of shield instead of facing enemy volleys while standing in the open. 
He plucked two of the formations up, one from Min, the other from Kaia, spun them over their heads, and then snapped them in place on the inner wall of the chariot. Min laughed opened and turned to stare at him.
“I take it you agree with her?”
The dragon flared his wings in a shrug. “I can shrug off most of the arrows, possibly even the metal ones. Can you?”
For a moment he thought she was going to stick her tongue out at him, then she just sighed. “Nope, you’re both right. No sense taking chances. We don’t know how many orcs we’re going to face. Hell, they might have goblins too, and nothing says those little fuckers can’t have bows as well. Better safe than sorry.”
Harper emerged from the crafting hall a few minutes later, carrying a mesh bag that rattled as numerous glass bottles jostled against each other. She moved carefully, and when she reached the others she let out a deep breath. “I managed to get forty inferno potions. The wood and fire mana combination will make the flames particularly sticky. They should definitely leave an impression on whoever they hit.”
Nemesis levitated the bag up and divided the contents into smaller clusters of about five potions each. He held them suspended in the air as he searched for smaller bags to contain them. He finally found some in one of the storage bins and floated them out to repackage the explosives. 
That done, he hung them from hooks toward the back of the saddle, since he was used to looking in that general area for disposable weapons.
While he made sure the incendiary potions weren’t going to accidentally blow them up, the others had mounted. Kaia onto Talia, and Harper and Min onto his own saddle. He shifted to the side to give Talia more room to take off, and then it was his turn. Once they were airborne they circled so they’d approach the outpost from an alternative direction. 
Nemesis wasn’t willing to reveal the existence of their hidden home just to save the lives of a few legionnaires. 
Nemesis allowed Talia to fly ahead of him. She had begun practicing her spells, and watching the way she manipulated mana gave him ideas for how to try and use his own. He wasn’t under the illusion he could master magic in the time it took them to reach the engagement… but still, he disliked having a gap in his knowledge. Now that he could use magic, he wanted to know how.
He hadn’t learned much by the time the outpost was in sight. 
Nemesis was surprised to find a swirling dome of air around the base. The wind mana stretched from tower to tower in a ring that deflected most of the arrows descending at the legion. There wasn’t a clear stretch of wall in sight. The orcs had the entire fortification surrounded, and what was worse, they weren’t an unorganized horde. 
Phalanxes of orcs in iron armor knelt behind heavy shields. Most had longbows, though Nemesis also spotted a number of crossbows with bolts linked to chains. One unlucky legionnaire was speared, then yanked down from the wall into the enemy force. Daggers descended from all sides and ended her screams in a breath.
Behind the orcs were ogres, and standing next to those were long-armed figures with huge tusks. They were slimmer, and their bent backs made them look shorter—Kaia yelled something about trolls and wood mana. One of the brown-skinned cultivators was speared through with a missile from the fort, yet he simply tore the javelin free and his wounds healed rapidly. 
What worried Nemesis wasn’t the flavors of orc and ogre he was familiar with—it was the row of giants. Thirty-foot-tall figures with flaming hair and half-molten armor. Icy-blue women in long robes surrounded by swirling blizzards. 
There was even a trio of fifty-foot-tall women in torn dresses. Those giantesses strode through the air with lightning and rain forming at their feet. Each held a monstrous halberd, and they were taking turns slamming their weapons down on the wind dome. 
‘I don’t see Cambus,’ he sent to the others. 
‘I spotted Commander Toh, he’s maintaining the dome. See him standing on top of Jaden’s command building?’ Talia called in return. 
Nemesis was forced to upgrade his opinion of Toh’s strength even further when he saw what Talia was pointing out. The bald elf was spinning upon the roof of the building with a curved blade in each hand. He wore robes that appeared to be made out of chainmail and rotated fast enough that the hem still flared in a circle around his body. 
Wind roared up and outward from the spinning elf, the cultivator seemingly generating a tornado that he forced to bend into the fort’s shield. The clouds spun and rumbled with the power of air leashed to his will.
Watching arrows, spears, and other projectiles bounce off the barrier, it was clear Toh was protecting the base with the might of his cultivation—an impressive display. Yet, Nemesis didn’t watch long, he sought sign of Jaden and Cambus. 
‘Let’s make ourselves known,’ Min said in a voice rimed with hatred. Her emotions were a furious heat against the back of Nemesis’ mind. 
Thinking of what caused that anger saw Nemesis opening his jaws and exhaling a crackling bolt of lightning. The brilliant blue flash streaked out and smashed into the back of one of the icy-shrouded giantesses. 
The beam didn’t fade on contact, however—no, Nemesis dragged it from that giant across to one of the fire-haired figures. Everything the scorching blast hit was charred and left thrashing as their muscles seized. 
The bright blue core in his chest dimmed a moment later, and he could tell it would need time to recharge. 
Talia had gathered sparks of fire into the air around herself. The gold dragon was now surrounded by a flock of small birds, each made of flickering flames. She suddenly stopped and swept her wings forward. 
The birds continued flying and spread out among the front ranks of the orcs. As they dropped, they lost definition and began expanding. By the time the birds hit, they’d been faded to blobs of fire the size of goblins. Each erupted in a short pillar of fire on contact with an orc. 
Harper tossed one of the potion sacks off his back when he swept over a group of ogre magi. The shamans sent rock shards up to destroy the falling object, but that backfired perfectly when the bottles broke and sent burning gel falling across them. 
The syrupy liquid ignited as it rained down on them, and none of their flailing could get it off. Finally, one shaman swept a burning arm upward and sand washed over the group to smother the fires.
Min, meanwhile, had taken aim at one of the towering storm giants. She fired her arbalest, and the bolt swiftly shot across the open air between them. Water mana spun around the bolt, which hit hard enough to sink a few inches into the giant’s flesh. Blood began oozing outward along the shaft and dripping in a crimson trickle that showed little sign of stopping.
That drew the giantess’ attention, and she spun to swing her halberd at the dragons. A crescent of lightning roared out and shot across the air in a flat arc. Acting on impulse, Nemesis arched his neck up and turned his belly into the strike. 
The lightning shattered against his scales and sank into his flesh. His muscles trembled… but then the secondary core inside him drew the energy deeper. It pulsed with intense light as it charged faster.
Still, the attack had done some damage. His scales felt strained, and he’d also been forced to take his eyes off the giant. When he turned his head to spot her, he twisted into a barrel roll to avoid being impaled on the end of her polearm. 
The giantess charged across the sky, chasing him as she slashed again and again with her weapon. Nemesis banked, twisted, and spun to avoid her attacks. Harper and Min were reduced to clinging to their straps, unable to move as they were thrown from side to side.
He lashed out with a claw and struck away the blade right when the giant tried to gut him. His tail swept forward and slammed into the woman’s knee. Bone shattered and she bellowed in agony. The clouds around her feet faltered, and Nemesis took that moment to open his jaws and spew acid into her face. 
This giant had no defense against his caustic breath. Her eyes melted and her ensuing screams merely let the poison into her throat. Green fluid dripped through the bottom of her jaw as her flesh corroded; she was dead by the time her body crashed down upon the orcs below.
One of her partners had gone for Talia, but the gold had set the giantess on fire almost immediately. The smoldering corpse had landed among the trolls and ogres, and it appeared they didn’t care for flames. 
Nemesis looked for the last of three giants and found her engaged in a mid-air duel with Commander Toh. Calling it a duel was a kindness. The bald elf had cut her flesh a half-dozen times in the first pass, and now he was sprinting around her while opening new rents in her skin. The dragon was certain Toh was toying with her`.
Finally coming out of their initial shock, the orcs had begun reacting to the dragons. Arrows flew upwards to bounce off Nemesis’ scales. To his surprise, the heavier metal arrows ricocheted away, though they did leave pale scratches along his armor. 
Nemesis didn’t take stupid chances—he swept his wings down to gain altitude and did his best to avoid the stone spears thrown by the ogre magi. He hadn’t forgotten the damage spears had done to Artax.
He found himself having to dodge other elements as well. Fireballs, vine nets, wind blades, all flew from the army. The trolls hurled wooden spikes that trailed lianas, while the fire giants tore off chunks of melting metal from their armor to toss. Nemesis began catching things with his mind and hurling them back into the weakest members of the army. 
His laughter boomed over the army when one clump of slag splashed across a unit of trolls and left them drowning in red-hot iron. The ice giants, however, were the hardest to avoid. They kept drawing their blizzards into whirlwinds around their bodies and hurling cones of arctic winds at him. 
Twice he felt scales shatter as the cold clipped him. 
One giantess was greeted with a face full of acid, and the other received a lightning bolt. There were more of them scattered around the army, but he’d cleared the area directly surrounding himself. 
When a shrieking noise echoed, Nemesis snapped his head to the side. He found himself staring at a flock of gryphons as a hundred of the beasts rose from within the fort, allowing their riders to begin firing down at the orcs. 
Their counterattack didn’t last long. A horn sounded and the bass notes shook the air. Nemesis flinched as the deep tone struck him and rattled his bones. Before the noise had even begun to fade, waves of arrows were launched into the sky. It was immediately obvious that the orcs had been holding back how fast they could fire… for they let fly three arrows for every one they’d shot before. 
Gryphons screamed and died as they were reduced to glorified pincushions. The spirit beasts attempted to surround themselves with globes of wind, but the sheer volume of shafts wore the barriers away. Mixed in among the wooden shafts were the heavier steel arrows, which tore holes through the leonine bodies when they hit. 
Nemesis watched in awe and a bit of horror as the legion’s cavalry fell from the sky and crashed among their enemies. Legionnaires did their best to flee. Many launched themselves into the sky with movement techniques, but the orcs simply continued to fire. Of the hundred soldiers trying to get back behind the walls, Nemesis didn’t think more than fifteen made it. The rest were quickly slain. 
Mana swirled and charged the air from all the techniques going off—a curious streak caught his attention. The black dragon glided in a circle and traced the path of the energy back to a green sphere set near the back of the orc lines. 
A cluster of strange figures hunched around it: women in ragged robes covered in bones. The ivory-skinned figures were hunched with bat-like ears and long fingers. They tended the six-foot-wide globe as it drew in the ephemeral mana.
Nemesis wasn’t sure what it was, but it was clearly powered by death mana.
Which made it something he definitely didn’t want on the battlefield.





‘They’re charging some kind of device with death mana,’  he pointed out to the others as he circled the site. 
The hunched figures stared up at him, and suddenly spears of bone began exploding from the ground and racing toward him. Nemesis might have been confident in his scales to withstand purely physical impacts, but these spears were coated in a sickly mana that made him wary. He twisted and folded his wings, letting his body drop at an angle which saw the attacks flash past him. 
He snapped his wings open and turned, intending to dive at the globe… which was when Harper screamed.
“Dodge left!”
Nemesis didn’t hesitate—he banked as hard as he could and arched his back to speed the maneuver. The bone weapons shot past him a second time, going down only to sweep into a circle and come at him again.
They’re tracking me! Nemesis realized. He also saw that they were spread too wide for his acid to destroy in one breath. 
Gripping the mana inside him, the dragon didn’t try to form it into a spell—he sent it billowing around him like a shroud of night. Darkness fell in a thick cloud around his body and he used the cover to gain altitude. The unformed move had covered a good portion of the battlefield in darkness… but it had drained his mana stores badly. 
Worse, when he leveled out his flight he saw that the bone missiles were still following him. He felt footsteps running along his neck, then Harper jumped up to perch upon his left horn. Seeing her balanced on the bony spiral while clutching three javelins, he knew she was about to try something dangerous.
‘What are you doing?’ he sent, trying to avoid distracting her. ‘I can’t dodge with you there!’
Harper waved her free hand at his eye, signaling he needed to be silent. Earth and metal mana surged at her feet and ran up his body to fill the javelins in her grip. The brown earth mana spiraled through the weapon and condensed into a ball just behind the head. Metal mana seemed to vibrate all through the shafts, and when she threw them, they dropped tremendously fast.
One by one she cast the three javelins, and Nemesis was left grinding his teeth at his inability to turn and look at their flight. Instead, he tracked them with his mind, sensing the exact moment they reached the same altitude as the bone spears.
Detonations of mana sounded beneath him, the cracking bangs of stones shattering and metal splitting. The cloud of debris that came over his telekinetic field was so fragmented he couldn’t tell if the spears had been destroyed or not. Harper’s sudden fist pump, however, cleared the confusion for him.
‘Get back in your harness!’ he roared. 
His rider had the audacity to wink at him before she flickered to land on his skull and then run back down his back to the chariot. Nemesis twisted his head to stare at her. Grasping the straps with his mind, he made sure she was buckled in before he looked away. 
Min yanked back the string on her arbalest and loaded new bolts into the channels. These ones were glowing with wood mana, and tiny leaves sprouted along the thick shafts. She met his eyes and motioned for him to bank.
Nemesis wasn’t sure what she was shooting at, given their height, but he tipped his wing toward the ground to allow her to fire downward. He turned his head in the same direction and his crimson eyes went wide. The figure charging up through the air at him was barely eight feet tall, yet he radiated power that more than matched Commander Toh.
Min’s bolts snapped free and were destroyed before they came within a dozen feet of him, they frosted over, crumbling to icy dust as they entered his aura. His pallid skin was a blue-gray and it wrapped around his body like he’d been mummified and then put to work. 
No armor covered his body, just a furred kilt that wrapped about his loins. Gauntlets of black metal ran up to his elbows, and he had matching boots reaching to just below his knees. Nemesis studied the figure, taking in every detail he could make out.
It was his eyes that captivated Nemesis. Purple orbs that were slitted just like his. Eyes set in a reptilian face… If the man wasn’t a dragon, he was close. 
Then the black dragon was forced to pay attention to the monstrous sword in the man’s hands. The first swing sent a beam of cold slicing through the air, which was quickly followed by a trio of icy crescents that spread out to limit his ability to dodge. Nemesis opened his jaws and sent a bolt of lightning out to meet the sword strike. Mana struck killing power and a riotous explosion of energy filled the space between them.
Nemesis couldn’t remember the last time he’d been at the mercy of the winds; the explosion of energy caused such a surge in the air that he was hurled up and backward, tumbling without control while trying to keep his wings from folding. 
Fortunately, he was far stronger than he’d once been, and this time his bones weren’t in danger of breaking. He powered through the tempest and regained control of his flight… just in time to dodge another slash of that killing energy.
He wasn’t sure if the attacks were even using mana. It was almost like his attacker had somehow harnessed the edge of his blade and found a way to attack Nemesis at range with it. The dragon spun and twisted, forced to continually retreat as he was pursued. 
Min and Harper threw attacks, javelins and bolts filled with elemental energy. The emaciated figure shattered everything with his aura. When shrapnel managed to reach him from the attacks, his skin frosted over and ice trapped the blood against his wounds. 
Nemesis grasped the remaining bags of potions telekinetically and lifted them out and away from himself. He didn’t trust in his ability to overcome the man’s senses, which meant he needed to catch him off guard. 
‘Do what you can to distract him. You don’t need to hurt him, just make it hard for him to see what is happening!’ he ordered. Then he cast his mind in the direction of Talia and Kaia. ‘Be ready to catch Min and Harper.’
‘Ready!’ the gold dragon sent back. 
Nemesis used a delicate touch to undo the harnesses on his lovers. They charged mana into their attacks and threw everything they had at the swordsman. Harper hurled a half-dozen javelins, each empowered to explode. Min twisted the rear arbalest using vines and fired both with swirling auras of water around them. 
The missiles detonated into clouds of sand and fog. A confused aura of muddy energy filled the sky, made more difficult to see through when Nemesis forced more of his own darkness mana into the sky around them. 
While everything was chaos, he hurled Min and Harper in Talia’s direction. 
Less than a second later, the swordsman split the cloud in half with his blade. His weapon screeched as it tore through the metal of Artax’ falling saddle. A flash of confusion crossed his face , and he spun to search for the dragon that should have been inside the saddle.
Nemesis swept the potion bottles in from behind the man, crushing the vials before they had time to strike the warrior’s aura. He took command of the syrupy fluid as it ignited and cast the wall of flame directly into the man’s face as he turned to react to the noise. The swordsman sliced through the fire, yet Nemesis pulled the flaming liquid back together after the sword had passed.
That shocked his foe, and for the first time the man was forced to use a new technique. He thrust his free hand out and a globe of frost burst out from his body and expanded to catch the oncoming fire. The sticky flames clung to his ice barrier, blinding him, or at least Nemesis hoped it hand.
The dragon had taken his elven form, levitating himself through the air as fast as he could, his fist lashing out toward the man’s protective shield. The flames burned his skin, though weakly, and Nemesis drove through the ice. He felt his fist strike leathery flesh and something broke. A grunt of pain escaped the swordsman, who was flung straight down from the force of the blow.
His ice crumbled to dust and allowed Nemesis a clear view of him; the draconic warrior didn’t hesitate in lashing out with his blade. A wave of sharp energy swept out, but Nemesis easily tossed himself above it and then redirected. His own weight was nothing to him, and he used the agility of his mind to dodge the attacks. 
This allowed him to close once more and he threw a barrage of fists at his opponent. The man had no issue blocking, but each time he deflected a strike with his sword, Nemesis tried to twist it with his telekinesis. The metal rang continually, and no matter how the man twisted, Nemesis avoided the vicious edge.
The swordsman sliced through Nemesis’ ribs, and blood from the blow sprayed out behind the dragon. He brought his elbow down on the sword while it was passing through his chest and the metal shattered. Taking command of the fragments, he cast the shrapnel back at the swordsman. That caught the man by surprise, allowing slivers of metal to stab into him repeatedly. 
Nemesis crossed his arms before him to block the explosion of icy energy that burst from his enemy. The dragon powered through, even when his skin cracked and fractured. Blood froze to his side, crumbling as his muscles flexed and shattered it. Nemesis’ foot snapped up and kicked directly into the draconian warrior’s sternum. 
Bones cracked and Nemesis felt his foe’s organs rupture—the damage made worse by their impact with the ground.
Nemesis hadn’t allowed their momentum to slow a hair. They’d been streaking toward the earth since his first punch, and when his enemy bounced up from the crater he’d made, Nemesis greeted him with open jaws. 
His body ached from transforming so quickly, but joy surged through his chest as his fangs snapped closed on the swordsman. He raked his jaw from side to side to tear the corpse to pieces. To his shock, an icy core fell onto his tongue, so he instinctively swallowed. 
He was a spirit beast?
Nemesis was driven from his shock by a volley of steel arrows smashing into his side. Most were blocked by his powerful scales, but three punched through the rent left by the swordsman. Arrows sank into his flesh and lodged against his cracked rib. The dragon roared in agony, turning to face his attackers. 
A formation of ogres were ducking behind shields, their second rank now aiming bows at him. Nemesis snapped their strings with a thought, then charged the group. The ogres in the third row managed to fire at him, forcing him to close his eyes. Steel slivers bounced off his face a split-second before he hit the ogre line. His horns speared through several bodies, and then his head rammed into the stacked shields. 
Nemesis opened his eyes in time to see ogres go flying. He swept his head to either side, hurling bodies off his horns. Pulling his neck back, he yanked his head out of the mass. His wings flapped down, and he momentarily rose from the ground to land with his claws extended upon the soldiers. Nemesis became a juggernaut that slashed them to pieces, ignoring any attack that didn’t strike his wounded side. 
A wall of flames ignited to his left, and Talia’s shadow passed over him. The gold dragon circled his position, incinerating everything around him as he finished off the ogres. Min dropped onto his back a few moments later, and a healing technique was pulsed through his scales. He let out a roar as the arrows forced their way out of his mending flesh. Muscle sealed together, though his scales remained absent.
‘Thank you,’ he sent to them all.
‘You killed a sword saint?’ Min replied, disbelief coloring her thoughts.
‘Is that what he was? That man was delicious!’
Nemesis opened his jaws and let laughter pour out as he forced himself back into the sky. Elemental attacks were surging all around them, and he also saw giants coming from every direction. He couldn’t track how many soldiers they’d killed so far, yet the numbers remaining seemed endless.
‘This is suicide,’ he snarled. ‘We’ll never kill enough of them to free the legion. Where are Jaden and Cambus?’ 
As if in answer, a behemoth emerged from behind the mountain. Huge wings carried the dark green form of Cambus over the lake. The massive dragon dropped toward the ground and opened his jaws, releasing a cloud of caustic gas over the army. Orcs, ogres, trolls, ogre magi… all began to choke and scream as their lungs burned in the acidic vapor. 
The gas lacked the condensed potency of Nemesis’ own acid, yet it seemed endless as it filled the ground along the edge of the lake. Cambus used his wings to push it farther through the orc formations. Arrows and spears shattered against his armor, and even the stone spears of the ogre magi broke up on impacting the green dragon’s scales. 
Then Jaden threw a crimson bottle down among the vapors and the entire gas cloud ignited. 
The boom shook the sky as the entire green cloud went up in flames. Bodies were hurled into the air, and more soldiers were crushed as charred bodies fell among their comrades. Jaden laughed like a lunatic as he repeatedly threw poison techniques at the giants charging Cambus. The tall figures stumbled as greenish-black veins formed in their skin, the toxins attacking their mana directly. 
Nemesis swerved and spat a line of acid across a group of trolls trying to turn a siege engine to face the dragon. The blue-green warriors fell with foaming lips as their regeneration tried to combat his venom. His acid corroded the catapult, and it shattered as the wood failed to hold up against its tension. The boulder atop it flopped to the ground and landed on a nearby ogre magi. 
Talia flew at his side, and she cast spears of fire from the tips of her wings. The spells detonated in rows among the disorganized troops. For a moment, Nemesis allowed himself a surge of hope. They were winning. 
Then the growing cloud of death mana was drawn toward a central point and the sphere he’d forgotten began to pulse like a corrupted heart. 
Thump.
Thump.
Thump.
Each echoing beat caused nearby corpses to twitch and shake. One by one, the dead stumbled to their feet. Their eyes glowed with unholy flames. 
In unison, they turned their gaze to Cambus. 
Together they exhaled their hatred of life at the dragon. The vile green flames roared into a tornado that shot down the dragon’s throat. Viridian flames burned out Cambus’ eyes from the inside. His scales sank down against his sides as fat and fluids were burned away from his flesh.
Jaden screamed in agony while matching flames burned him to death.
Then the newly undead dragon roared and turned toward Nemesis.





‘Min, leap to Talia.’ 
Nemesis didn’t ask—he pushed her off his back with his telekinesis and trusted her cultivation techniques to make sure she’d make it across the gap. As if the threat from Cambus wasn’t enough, he also felt several powerful cultivation auras being unleashed among the orcs.
Commander Toh was still out there. The bald elf seemed to be staying close to the outpost, and Nemesis supposed that was the sole reason why the legion hadn’t been overrun yet. But if his glimpse of the mana flows was anything to go by, no one would be able to stay back behind the walls for much longer.
The hunched hags who had performed the death mana ritual were thrumming with power, and they’d taken control of the undead. The zombies, shambling awkwardly, seemed a weak threat now that they’d poured the bulk of their mana into Cambus. 
Though, if the zombies still have the strength of their tempered bodies… that could be an issue. 
The giants, ogres, and ogre magi in particular had robust physical forms, and they were moving like a swarm of ants. Horns were sounding on the walls of the base, and Nemesis reached out for Talia.
‘Take the others back to the base. They can fight from the walls. I’ll keep Cambus out of the fight. I think they’re going to need you to break up the swarm.’
Talia sent a wordless acknowledgement—Nemesis immediately blocked out the protests of his other lovers. Harper wasn’t happy with him, yet he wasn’t willing to risk her on his back without a saddle… and the simple truth was her cultivation was better suited to fighting on the ground. 
The black dragon was forced to roll to the side as a beam of some eldritch energy erupted from Cambus’ jaws. The sickly bolt of light flashed crazily, like a broken lightning bolt, though it tracked him even while he flew hard to stay out of its path. 
Fortunately, just like a living dragon, there was a limit to how long Cambus could breathe his energy out. The beam faded without catching Nemesis, so he pumped his wings to gain altitude. His mana cores felt dim; the energy he’d expended taking down the sword saint hadn’t replenished… which meant he needed fuel. 
The icy core in his gut had started breaking down, though there was something off about it. The energy wasn’t radiating in pulses of heat the way he was used to. The dragon worried he’d have to force himself to vomit it out—and at that moment, he couldn’t afford the distraction.
Cambus gave chase to the best of his ability, but Nemesis had always been faster. The leathery creak of the green’s wings grew more disturbing when Cambus pushed his body hard enough to crack bones and tear flesh. The wounds didn’t seem debilitating, though—they weren’t even slowing him. 
To give himself time, Nemesis flew higher. He cast about for a source of power and the minds of the enemy soldiers caught his attention. Twinkling like stars, they spread across the ground, waiting for him. He flipped and dove. 
The black dragon swept past Cambus so quickly the green barely managed a swipe at his side. 
The wind generated by that blow actually shoved Nemesis to the side, reminding him of the sheer physical power Cambus possessed. Nemesis did his best to ignore that the near miss had cracked some of his scales. His focus was on a cluster of ogre bowmen near the walls of the outpost. 
Throwing out a telepathic net, Nemesis gripped the minds as tightly as he could, then wrenched them toward him. Ogres bellowed in pain. The heavily muscled figures spewed blood from their lips, even as it began leaking from their eyes and ears. Several minds popped free and surged in his direction. 
Nemesis sucked them between his fangs. His annoyance that he’d only managed to drain a third of the ogres vanished in a surge of panic—the huge shadow suddenly cast across his head told him he had to move.
He snapped his wings open and used the resistance to bank hard. Cambus shot through the space he’d been in and one of the green’s claws managed to rake his extended wing. Bones snapped and the leathery vane tore as the end of his limb was shredded. Nemesis roared in pain. His turn became an awkward spiral, the damaged wing refusing to work properly.
With the membrane torn I won’t be able to fly at full speed, but there’s still no way I can fight Cambus on the ground.
He checked his mana reserves and saw the stolen mind energy was surging through his core. He forced some of that energy into the secondary cores. They glowed brilliantly and a heat rushed through his throat. 
Acting on instinct, Nemesis snapped his head in Cambus’ direction and opened his jaws. Flames raged between his teeth and then screamed through the sky to slam into the green. Unlike Talia’s breath, which spread in a cone when she exhaled, Nemesis’ fire was contained in a tight line, the flames remaining in a spiral until they struck Cambus. The undead dragon’s scales charred and cracked, and his wings ignited… but that didn’t seem to faze him. 
The force of the impact, however, prevented Cambus from pulling up. The green slammed into the ground and sent a shockwave of dirt flying in every direction. Ogres and trolls were knocked down as the earth shook, and Nemesis even saw cracks forms in the outpost walls.
He did more damage to the fort than the entire orc army in one hit, Nemesis thought. He had no idea how powerful Cambus had grown after his transformation, but it was clear the undead dragon was a titan. Burning flesh didn’t stop him from pulling his way out of the crater he’d caused. 
Cambus’ body was fast losing bulk as the fires chewed through the muscle that hadn’t initially shriveled on his conversion to the living dead… and that was bad for Nemesis. It quickly became clear that the animated force moving the body wasn’t harmed by the dragon fire, and now the more-skeletal form was faster.
Bony wings spread and Cambus launched himself into the sky. 
Nemesis, his wing still damaged, barely kept ahead of his pursuer. He needed time for his cores to recharge, yet he didn’t see any way to delay the other dragon. Reaching out telekinetically, Nemesis took control of every fallen weapon he could reach. A blizzard of swords, axes, clubs, javelins, spears, and anything else he could get a grip on began to bombard Cambus.
Nemesis blinked when many of the weapons actually sank into the other dragon’s scales. Most of them wouldn’t have left a scratch before… which implied Cambus’ durability had decreased significantly. Some of the weapons had shot through holes in the scales and lodged in bones and scraps of flesh. The jutting-out metal gave Nemesis an idea. 
He released a blast of lightning straight at the largest object he’d managed to stick in Cambus: a steel shield as tall as a man. The metal rectangle had gotten pinned between two ribs, and when the arc of electricity struck it, crackling lines of power shot in every direction to hit the other weapons.
Cambus froze as the lightning mana surged through his form. Without his wings beating, he dropped to the ground, once again making the battlefield shake. Nemesis didn’t see much actual damage done, but the temporary paralysis gave him time to create more space between them.
He took every second he had to grasp the mind of a frost giant and rip it free. Swallowing the power, he felt the mental surge deviate away from his core. Nemesis screamed a curse as it hit the icy core in his stomach. Power blasted out through his flesh as the core shattered. Shards of solid mana tore through his stomach and became lodged in his bones. 
Energy ran rampant within the black dragon. It was all he could do to remain in the air, and that gave Cambus the time he needed to regain flight. Nemesis reached for his cores, yet felt nothing but unstable energy. The ice mana disrupted everything inside of him… and now there was no chance of spitting it out. 
Blood coated his tongue, coughed up from the depths of his throat. 
This is bad, but I have to keep going. There’s no way the others can fight Cambus.
Pride demanded Nemesis continue to fight… and he didn’t have many options left. With his choices limited, he made the most logical one for a dragon. He attacked. The black dragon forced his body to fold and reversed course. He collapsed his wings against his sides and dropped straight onto Cambus. 
Cambus had started to react as Nemesis fell. The green dragon’s jaws opened and energy crackled between his fangs. Nemesis, however, slammed a telekinetic blow to the bottom of Cambus’ jaw. With a snap the mouth closed and the beam of death was cut off. Nemesis took that momentary break to bury his claws into Cambus’ face. 
Scales tore beneath Nemesis’ claws, and he closed his jaws around the other dragon’s neck. Wrenching his head from side to side, Nemesis pushed his feet off and threw his body around to come down on Cambus’ back. The strain on his neck was enormous, yet he maintained his grip on the spine between his fangs.
Cambus was forced to twist his own neck in response to the pressure… but even when a distinct crack marked the breaking of his spine, the green didn’t stop flying. Nemesis realized that the dragon was being held together by the death mana—simply breaking his body wasn’t going to be enough to kill him.
Cambus’ jaws opened and he jerked his head forward to close his teeth around Nemesis’ rear leg. Bones shattered and scales broke as the larger dragon tried to rip his passenger free, and Nemesis barely managed to use his mental pressure to force the teeth apart and keep his leg from being torn off.
Retaliating with his claws, Nemesis ripped and tore at Cambus’ back. Green scales flew while Nemesis used his teeth to widen the growing tears. He was forced to twist and dodge Cambus’ next strike, a move that almost threw him off the dragon’s back entirely. While Cambus was at least thirty feet longer than Nemesis, that didn’t mean the black was small enough to hide behind Cambus’ own bulk.
Nemesis clenched his teeth around a rib and held on. Cambus had begun rolling in midair, a move that defied dragon physiology, as the green didn’t even close his bony wings to do it. Nemesis wasn’t sure what force was keeping Cambus in the air, but the green was steadily getting better at using it. 
Hooking his claws in Cambus’ ribs, Nemesis used his horn to lever another rib away. The bone shattered and flew off… and Nemesis finally caught a glimpse of the glowing green core hovering in the center of the other dragon’s body. 
Cambus’ jaws closed around the base of Nemesis tail and bit down hard. Nemesis bellowed in agony, feeling bones immediately break. Downward force tried to rip him off Cambus’ body, so desperation led Nemesis to reach out with his mind and yank on Cambus’ core. 
The undead dragon bucked in midair. His body stuttered, and they both dropped a dozen feet downward. Cambus’ mouth opened and released an unearthly scream. Yet Nemesis realized he couldn’t tear the core free that way. His pull actually dragged his head closer to the core, so finally the black dragon decided to snap his neck straight and bite down on the core. 
The emerald crystal exploded in his mouth and the shards dug into his skull. Even more uncontrolled mana roiled through Nemesis. The black dragon spasmed and flung himself away from Cambus in the process. The pain from hitting the ground was lost in the agony of having so many different types of mana trying to sink into his flesh at the same time.
Nemesis writhed on the ground. 
He had landed on his back and the impact had broken his wings. The dim pain pushed him to try and get onto his stomach, yet his muscles refused to cooperate. His broken tail lashed randomly, and each time it hit the ground a new meaning of discomfort came into being. 
Internally, the dragon struggled to use his mind to cordon off the shards of mana. Cambus’ acid mana helped, empowering him as it resonated with his own core. He greedily sucked that energy inward to fuel his battle. Doing so, however, came at a cost: Nemesis couldn’t completely isolate the other mana types, and their corroding energies spread through his system. 
Desperately, he reached for the ice mana. Ice and water were closely linked, the difference being heat. Nemesis frantically pulled heat from his core and channeled it into the flame core he’d developed after his bonding with Talia. 
The water in his core began to change. 
The outside world faded. He knew he was horribly vulnerable at the moment, but he couldn’t spare the energy to guard himself. Splitting mana energies the way he was could kill him, or ruin his core forever. Pain made concentration difficult, and he lacked the energy to spare for the outside world. 
When water became ice, it clashed with the darkness and poison in his center. Even the acid clashed, and Nemesis realized that his center was in danger of fracturing. Mind racing, he searched for a solution when his attention landed on the two secondary cores… bound by tiny threads that converted the mana.
Nemesis rammed the ice against one of those lumps left behind on his core, instantly losing any ability to describe the sensation. Even as the bulge broke off and began drifting away, hair-thin tendrils kept it attached to his core. Ice mana poured into the newly formed core. The cost came in blood, literally—Nemesis’ blood froze and shattered inside his body. His flesh was cut by the crimson blades. 
Worse, without the water, the acid mana began to devour his poison. 
Nemesis rallied and started the process anew. He shoved the acid mana at the last of the bumps on his core. The universe seemed to tremble as that emerald-green energy coalesced and tore free. It wasn’t a clean break—his core had cracks and scars. Even as the acid condensed into an actual core, Nemesis felt his bones burning. Acid dripped from every crack, strain, and pore in his skeleton. 
He wished he could pass out. Longed for oblivion from the pain. 
The universe was not nearly so kind.
Even as his core stabilized, he sensed that he could never do this again. That even an attempt would shatter his very being. The sounds of battle began to reach him once more. Minds approached him, hostile and determined to end his existence.
Then a bolt of lightning that seemed to contain every color and none at all lashed down from the sky and struck him.





Nemesis lay frozen as existence itself sent a test at him. A tribulation pounded against his body, pushing him hard against the earth below. Matching energy suddenly launched upward to spear him from beneath. The two differing types of energy used his body used to connect the mortal plane and the universe above—with Nemesis trapped in the center.  
Who are you who challenges the natural laws of everything? 
The voice was neither male, nor female. If anything, it sounded like more than one voice, somehow resonating together. 
Stunned, Nemesis felt the pressure mount. Each moment he failed to answer increased the strain on his core.
‘I am Nemesis. I am a dragon. I make my own laws!’ he roared, refusing to bow before the heavens. 
What will you do with your existence if allowed to live?
With his throat locked up, Nemesis couldn’t even snarl at the impudent question.
‘Hunt. Kill. Dominate. I will grow strong. Strong enough to protect that which is mine, and ensure that none can challenge me.’ He didn’t hesitate in his rebuttal, nor did he shy away from declaring his ambitions. He sensed that there was no point in deception against the force holding him trapped.
Will you abandon the world should you reach divinity? Will you walk away from mortal affairs and leave behind the beings who cannot match you in power?
‘As long as I can take my lovers, yes. With them there are no heights I will not climb to. I’ll fly among the gods… then I’ll hunt them until I’m the strongest there is!’
The pressure momentarily increased. For a brief second, Nemesis thought the heavens would crush him in retaliation for his naked desires, but then the force faded. The manifold power roaring through his flesh cut off and his cores stabilized. 
The mana he couldn’t convert still remained in his body, yet now he had the strength to stifle it. He set about isolating it, but momentarily paused when a blaze of pain reached him. A blade had been stabbed into the broken scales of his hind leg. 
Crimson eyes snapped open and Nemesis saw himself surrounded by ogres. Axes slammed into his body repeatedly, cracking his scales and cutting his muscles. The towering figures pressed closer, seeking to end his life while he was vulnerable.
The dragon clutched the minds of all those in contact with his scales, then he sucked them inward. Screams echoed and blood sprayed as their heads hemorrhaged and released their life force. The few he didn’t manage to capture… exploded. Their skulls detonated from the inside out. The ones he did maintain his grip on fed him. Their minds and lifeforce swelled his mana reserves.
Nemesis used the glut of power to force the incompatible mana from his flesh. A halo of death energy exploded from his form and pulsed outward. Without it lingering in his flesh, his wounds began to heal. The worst injuries mended first, which meant his broken bones, though the dragon could tell it would be some time before he could fly.
Even as he reached for more minds, the bodies of the fallen ogres began to twitch and move. The mana he’d forced out began sinking into the dead, and they rocked as they started moving. Nemesis twisted and forced himself onto his feet. His armored body crushed several zombies as he regained his feet. He currently only had three working legs, limiting his ability to attack. Worse, his tail was dragging behind him as the broken bones slowly reformed.
Nemesis opened his jaws and spewed fire in a half circle before him. The incandescent stream of flames ignited the zombies and the ogres stupid enough to remain in front of his head. Instinct saw him try and flare his wings, but he’d only managed to undo some of the damage done by his crash. The dragon hissed and forced his wings closed telekinetically.
That gave him the idea to clutch the weapons of his attackers. Axes began spinning around him in a barrier that carved chunks of flesh from anyone who tried to close with him. The zombies were shredded. Unfortunately, he couldn’t use his telekinesis while pulling mental energy into himself, so his defenses were blocking his ability to gain more energy.
Nemesis turned to his secondary cores for an answer. The ice core was painfully full, and he gripped its mana firmly before he expelled it around himself. Blood and axes froze solid in a dome surrounding him. The wall was weak and he knew the ogres could break through it without much difficulty… but he didn’t need much time.
Closing his eyes, Nemesis reached out with other senses. The mind sparks around him glowed brightly. He hooked himself to as many as he could, then he pictured the darkness blocking out the stars in the night’s reflection on lake water just a few weeks prior. I am that darkness… and these are my stars to devour. 
The quiet mantra gave him the final key he needed to understand what he’d seen that night. The creatures around him, weaker in cultivation, suddenly died as he tore their minds free and sucked them into his body. 
Nemesis forced the mental energy through his core and into his body. He then pushed it into his injuries and felt his flesh knit back together. Where he mended, his body grew stronger. The cores inside him pulsed. The threads between them thickened and he felt the lesser ones drawing mana from the world around him.
Nemesis flexed his mind and shattered the ice around him. Weapons exploded and sent shrapnel in every direction. Ogres who had survived his culling were promptly stabbed by shards of ice and metal. Nemesis spread his wings and swept them downward, his body flying up into the air, no signs of his wounds remaining. 
Leveling his flight, the dragon looked down at the battlefield. 
The outpost wall had been breached—legionnaires fought the orc army among the barracks and workshops. Min spun and swirled beside Harper, the pair cutting down those who came too close. His first rider was wreathed in metal, her entire body encased in reinforcing mana while she used her long rapier to slice her foes apart. Min pulsed wood mana to heal herself whenever she took a wound. 
To their side was Kaia. The auburn-haired warrior used her shield and sword, both shrouded in flames, to protect their flanks. Each time the woman stomped; a wall of flames cut off one avenue of approach. The fires didn’t last long, but they burned hot enough for Kaia to keep the group from being overwhelmed. 
Talia had reduced the land between the lake and the outpost to a charred ruin. Smoldering corpses filled that wasteland and she rampaged on the ground among them. The army’s giants appeared to be trying to keep her out of the fight, and a number of the huge figures currently surrounded her, yet none could get a clean blow. 
She used the tips of her wing bones like spears, constantly flaring the long appendages to stab at any who came at her from the sides. He could see rents in the leathery membranes, yet to his relief she didn’t look to be in much danger.
The orcs had lost well over half their number, so Nemesis couldn’t understand why they didn’t retreat. He scanned the remnants, looking for the force that kept them on the battlefield. When he spotted the hags doing something around their glowing orb again, he knew he couldn’t allow that to continue. 
Nemesis dove and released a blast of lightning. The energy slammed into their death sphere with a crack that echoed across the battlefield. The crystal shattered, sending death mana pulsing outward and into the women standing around it. Even as their bodies were riddled with the debris from their exploding device, death mana surged into their flesh.
As one, the hags turned to look toward him. Nemesis bit back the urge to sigh when he caught sight of the emerald flames burning in their eye sockets. Can’t you just fucking die? he snarled internally. 
He drew in his wings tighter and increased the speed of his dive, waiting until the last moment to flare his wings. The gust created by his sudden brake shoved down on the hags. The tall figures stumbled, then fell when he slammed his mind down in a telekinetic slap to flatten them.
Not wasting a moment, Nemesis landed and began to rip and tear at their bodies. Unsurprisingly, their wounds didn’t bleed. Flesh tore, bones broke, muscle ripped free… yet none of it stopped them from getting back up. Only when he slammed his tail down on one hard enough to shatter their entire body did the creature cease to regain its feet.
Nemesis didn’t hesitate. He hurled his body forward like a weapon and slammed his bulk down on top of another hag. The belly flop likely looked incredibly stupid, and he burned with shame, mortified someone might seem him. It didn’t stop him from rolling like a dog to crush the last two hags. 
Regaining his feet, Nemesis took a moment to assess his body. He didn’t seem to have grown any larger, but something felt different. It wasn’t anything he could detect, more a feeling… like his body was waiting for something. He felt incomplete. The sensation bothered him, but he didn’t have time to look deeper.
He had a battle to end.
Nemesis took to the air and flew toward the outpost. He snatched the minds of weaker orcs and trolls as he passed overhead. Like string-cut puppets, they simply fell over. He continued funneling the energy into all of his cores. 
The energy served another function: helping buffer his mind from exhaustion. Nemesis realized he had never been in such a drawn-out battle before. Their fight against the forest king had challenged him, yet it had been over in an instant, at least compared to this. Constantly switching tactics to deal with different enemies had him worn. 
It was soon obvious that the sparks he stole were diminishing in their ability to help. He wasn’t sure how to quantify what he was feeling, but the more he stole, the less value he got from them. His dream of absorbing minds until he reached S-rank faded. Still, they did give the focus he needed to take the fight to Talia’s attackers.
The giant he chose to absorb his landing died as claws pierced through its flesh and Nemesis tore its chest in half. It wasn’t until he shook the corpse off his talons that he realized it had skin made of stone. A giant wrapped in flame used the opportunity to attack him, but he spat a cloud of acidic gas into its face. The green vapor ignited the moment the giant ran into it—the blast hurling the giant back through the air. 
Nemesis gave chase and pounced while that figure lay flat on its back. Nemesis looked up and spat the severed foot at an ice giant so hard the blizzard-shrouded figure was knocked sideways into Talia’s wings. Several sharp bones stabbed through the giant’s stomach when she caught him. She flicked him free, then twisted to send fire washing over the injured figure.
Nemesis used the gap that created to come to her side. His head faced her tail, and she protected his back in turn. Together, they circled and made short work of the remaining giants. Talia’s scales were dull with exhaustion, so he took a moment to rub his head against hers.
‘Draw in the fire energy. I will help the others. The lesser cultivators won’t be hard to defeat,’ he sent, pushing her to take a moment. 
Stubbornly, Talia refused to listen. ‘Then let’s defeat them and get away from this mess,’ she snarled. Flaring her wings, she rose into the sky and he followed. 
Nemesis understood the mood that drove her. He hated feeling like he wasn’t strong enough to kill his own enemies, and while he sensed no resentment in Talia, her pride ached that he’d helped her. Now, she wanted to slaughter the orcs to regain her sense of power.
It was a conviction he could approve of.
The ambient mana around the battleground was thick, but chaotic. All the dying cultivators released every bit of energy they’d accumulated in life. That mana was being drawn in by the living, but it was blended into strange types by the sheer volume of the dead. Only the death cultivators were gaining full use of the power. 
Talia dove and pulled the leftover flames around herself into a burning aura that wreathed her in flames. A moment later, she landed among a formation of trolls and set about destroying them. Those who didn’t run were soon bursting into flames as her heat overwhelmed their bodies. 
Nemesis wished he had that level of mana control. His own cores were once more starting to feel empty, and unless he started feeding on the minds of the legionnaires, he didn’t think the ability would help him any more today. His eyes ran over the imperial soldiers for a moment, then he pushed temptation away.
Instead he landed in the outpost airfield just in time to stop a rush from armored ogres. The steel-clad figures had been seeking to flank his riders, and Nemesis used his own body to put a stop to it. Weapons banged off his armor, and he retaliated with teeth and claws. 
Choosing to conserve his mana, the dragon waded into the group of soldiers and slaughtered them with his strength alone. It took longer that way, but only a few of the techniques penetrated his scales deeply. Nemesis sustained injuries, and they slowly mounted, but as he made sure to kill anyone who struck a deep blow, he didn’t feel like they’d be able to kill him.
When metal spikes erupted from the ground in front of him, he flinched back in surprise. The technique wasn’t aimed at him, however, instead driving through the armor of his newest wave of attackers. 
Harper landed on his back and pulled back on her mana. The spikes faded, returning their energy to her. ‘Where have you been?’ she demanded.
‘Did you not see the giant zombie dragon?’ he asked, pretending to be offended by her question.
‘Oh come on,’ Min said, joining Harper on his back. She sent wood mana into his body to help seal his wood as she continued speaking. ‘Are you saying it took you that long to kill a single undead dragon?’
“He must be slipping,” Kaia called. She rode a wave of flame into the ogres, and then detonated it. The fire roared in front of him, so Nemesis inhaled to draw some of it into his flame core. Kaia, at least, had chosen to speak out loud. 
The banter might have continued if Commander Toh’s head hadn’t suddenly bounced off Nemesis face and fallen to land at Kaia’s feet.
“Enough of this! You’ll no longer stand between me and my destiny!” roared a new voice.





Nemesis twisted his neck to look in the direction of the voice that echoed over the battlefield.  
His first look caused his eyes to pop. ‘Is that Glaive?’ he asked in shock. Narrowing his eyes, he realized there were differences. The scars were different, and the man’s hair wasn’t quite white, merely a pale blonde. But the purple eyes definitely matched.
‘No, it can’t be!’ Min called back. Confusion and alarm radiated from her, feelings that Nemesis echoed.
‘It’s not, look at his left hand,’ Kaia pointed out. Unlike the others, her emotions were like an icy fire. She was calm, almost disturbingly so given the intensity of the emotions swirling inside of her. ‘It has to be Glaive’s brother. He mentioned him in passing once. The man killed his dragon partner and used its core to reach a higher rank.’
‘Correct, also I can hear you all,’ came the stranger’s voice—barging into their link with brute force. The man flexed his left hand, which was missing the smallest finger. 
Nemesis roared in outrage. He’d never had someone invade his thoughts, and the sensation of fingers creeping into his mind spurred a fury he’d never experienced before. His wings snapped down and he shot off the ground in a rush toward the man. 
Kaia launched her own attack at the same time, sweeping her sword in an arc that threw a crescent of flames at him. Flame steps saw her flashing across the battlefield to reach the broken wall their enemy stood upon. 
Min spun her spear around her body and then thrust forward. Blood had risen from the ground to follow the tip of her weapon, and when she stabbed out the sanguine attack formed a spear that crossed the distance.
Harper, meanwhile, had chosen to take control of the armor around herself. Metal tore and twisted as it wrapped around her body in layers. The steel folded and bent itself into a shell that completely covered her form. How she saw, Nemesis wasn’t sure, since she’d left no openings in her protection. 
The dragon took everything in during the few seconds it took him to cross the battleground. He knew the figure before them was powerful—Commander Toh had been a strong cultivator—yet that thought didn’t prepare Nemesis for the sight of the man simply twisting beneath Min’s stab, sliding beneath Kaia’s flame crescent, and striking him in the jaw hard enough to tumble his body backward and knock him to the ground.
A boot slammed into Nemesis’ stomach as the man jumped, stomped on him, then blasted upward to strike Talia in the neck with a crescent kick. The force of the blow knocked the gold dragon down to slam into the earth right next to Nemesis. 
When his shock wore off, Nemesis realized the blow hadn’t actually hurt much. Something about it had felt heavier than normal, which was what had pushed him down… but the damage to his body was almost negligible. 
The stranger, meanwhile, was laughing as he tried to hit Kaia. For all that he floated in the air with the ease of a zephyr, she continued to use her flaming steps to keep away from his blows. Nemesis twisted to his feet and shook his head as he took in exactly what the man was saying.
“—fool Jaden paid me to make him look like a hero! But when I saw how much potential the orcs showed, I thought… why not? Why not become a real king!” 
Jaden paid this man to organize the orcs? 
Nemesis reached out with his telekinesis and wrapped them around the man, then slammed him into the earth. At least, he tried. To his shock, some force was pushing up on the man from underneath. 
The man twisted in midair, leaping over a slash of Kaia’s blade. “Hah! You can’t overcome my gravity domain so easily, dragon. Now, let me give you something to think about.”
With a slash of his arm, Glaive’s brother caused a dome of force to swell around Nemesis. The dragon suddenly found himself growing heavier. His tail hit the earth and dug a crater, then his clawed legs punched through the rock and his belly impacted. With a grunt, Nemesis struggled to regain his footing… but all the while, it was like the air pressed down on him. 
Min and Talia sent out their own attacks, distracting the man from Nemesis. Min, having reached one of the watchtowers, had claimed one of the arbalests, which she used to send a bolt streaking down. Tiny leaves sprouted along the bolt and it split into a mesh of vines that tried to wrap around the man. 
While that attack came for him, Talia had finished a spell that saw a dozen flaming hummingbirds buzzing through the air in his direction. The condensed flame mana crackled with heat, and instead of trying to strike him, the birds started to circle his body.
The vines came within a hair of the would-be king’s flesh… then floated upward and away. The hummingbirds, however, caused him to hiss in discomfort. While they didn’t touch his body, the heat caused the hairs on his arms to melt. 
The cultivator thrust his hands down and shot upward into the sky… only to catch a metal fist to the top of his head. Harper had used a technique to gain altitude and dropped down from above. The man, focused on avoiding the fire attack, hadn’t seen her. While he rose—she descended. 
The impact seemed to stun him and his technique faltered. 
Nemesis moved the instant the weight crushing him flickered. He warped his flesh into his elven form, then telekinetically threw himself into the sky. He wasn’t sure how the force the man controlled worked, but he’d noticed that the cultivator failed to fall after he’d been hit. When Nemesis reached the air around his foe, he found energy pushing him up. 
Harper’s blow had only stunned him for a moment, and the cultivator had regained his footing almost immediately, but while his blows dented her metal shell, she wasn’t retreating. Each punch crumpled layers of metal, and Nemesis’ eyes widened when he saw blood oozing from the armor around Harper’s hip. Her tempered body was incredibly strong, which meant the man was more powerful than she was by a fair margin. 
Still, Nemesis shot forward and slapped the next blow wide. His slim form slipped between the two, and a telekinetic shove opened some space. “Hands off my rider,” the dragon snarled.
“Look at the brave lizard. Jaden promised you were just a weakling!” the man retorted. 
He swung a fist at Nemesis and the dragon blocked. Unsurprisingly, the weight of the blow almost drove him from the sky. This time, however, the dragon had used his mind to brace his smaller body. Since he’d been ready for the weight, the dragon used this opportunity to drive his own fist into the other man’s stomach. 
“Running out of tricks?” Nemesis sneered. His main goal was to keep the man focused entirely on him. The cultivator had a solid temper, and the man didn’t break under the punch, but it knocked him back several feet and caused his eyes to flare with rage.
“You dragons, always so arrogant,” the man sneered. He swept his arms in a circle and then thrust his fists toward the ground. 
A bang sounded as Harper shot down to impact the earth below. Her armored form shattered, layers of metal peeling off to reveal her body. Nemesis saw the force pushing down on her, preventing her from rising again. Kaia had suffered the same fate, her shield grinding into her torso as she struggled to keep it from digging into her flesh. 
Nemesis himself sank, the ground trying to call him back, but he pushed against it with his mind. “Heavy, light, heavy, light… One. Trick. Pony,” Nemesis said. It was a struggle to speak with the effort it took to keep his body aloft, but the angrier the man got that his powers weren’t quite working, the sloppier he seemed to fight.
A new cloud of hummingbirds whirred up from Talia, only this time they spun around the man in a globe. Heat warped the air within the sphere, distorting Nemesis’ view of the man. The cultivator screamed in a mix of pain and rage. 
He brought his hands together and suddenly vanished with a clap of thunder. The flaming birds were sucked together where they exploded into a raging sphere of destruction.
The downward force disappeared, which made Nemesis accidentally fling himself heavenward. It took him a second to adjust and return to his true form. His eyes scanned the battleground as he sought out where the cultivator had gone. It was the man’s mental spark that told him where to look.
Nemesis snapped his head in the direction of the watchtower Min had climbed. The remaining legionnaires had retreated to the center of the camp, abandoning the fight to those more powerful. Min was twisting, trying to look upward to see the cultivator that now floated above the building… but she wasn’t fast enough to stop the cultivator from thrusting his hands down in a vicious attack that saw mana pouring from his form.
The stone building shattered and the tower collapsed. Min screamed, vanishing amidst the rubble as she was carried downward. The outpost was rocked, the foundations breaking as one of the nearby barracks came apart. Nemesis heard legionnaires crying out in pain, but he didn’t care. His attention was focused on Min’s mind.
Pain radiated through their bond. She was hurt, though he couldn’t tell how badly. 
The dragon pumped his wings and flew. Kaia and Harper mounted Talia and the gold dragon took flight. Together, the flame users began conjuring a spell. He was too enraged to notice more. Nemesis checked the state of his cores, sensing which he could use… the urge to vent his remaining mana through his throat was nearly irresistible. 
The cultivator spun and let out a laugh. Jagged chunks of stone began to rise and float around him like a shield. The spinning field of blocks picked up speed, and the size of the rubble meant Nemesis would take damage when they struck him… but in that moment he didn’t care.
Flames streaked past him to slam into stones. The broken rocks burst, but the smaller chunks continued floating in their rapid orbit around the man. A spray of metal needles broke more down, but the dust cloud created was almost worse, blocking his sight of the larger stones entirely. Nemesis barreled in with his eyes closed and trusted in his own strength.
Folding his wings down against his sides at the last moment, Nemesis did his best to push things away with his mind. Rocks bounced off his telekinetic field, and the larger pieces slammed into the dragon as he began losing altitude. The bludgeoning exerted brutal pressure on his mind.
With his wings closed he was starting to fall, but all he cared about was that his head had gotten close enough to his enemy so when he unleashed lightning from his jaws, the bolt reached the floating man. The sight caused him sharp confusion.
Nemesis hadn’t expected his bolt to move in a perfectly straight line toward the cultivator. While sparks shot off and diffused among the floating debris, the lightning’s power was undiminished when it impacted the man’s body. Flesh charred and muscles flexed, convulsions starting all while electricity continued pouring into him.
During that moment of vulnerability, Talia swooped in a circle around the floating stones. She opened her jaws and unleashed a cone of fire to envelop the entire field. Dust melted into droplets of burning vapor. Larger stones began turning to slag and merging—until Harper took control of it. 
Molten rock changed into whips that lashed into the cultivator. The man’s trembling muscles had just begun moving in a controlled fashion when the burning rock struck. Crimson stone looped around his wrists, his ankles, and his throat. Flesh scorched by lightning and fire blackened further under the touch of the superheated rock. Then, Harper swept her fist in a circle.
Their foe screamed, his hands and feet each tearing free. The grisly trophies ignited and joined the ruined rubble in circling the man. Nemesis, meanwhile, opened his jaws and spat acidic gas into the chaos. The dragon was blown backward when the cloud exploded. The entire fireball rippled, sucked inward by the pull of the man’s power. Nemesis wasn’t sure why it burned so hotly, but whatever was happening seemed to be fueling Talia. 
The golden dragon claimed control of the flame mana and pushed all the heat inward. The center of the field grew hard to look at… then the flames simply winked out. Nemesis stared in confusion at the sparkling gemstone that fell from the area of their combined attacks. 
Where is the corpse? Isn’t there supposed to be a dead guy left over?
The dragon nimbly caught the cooling stone telekinetically. Heat radiated off it, but its depths shimmered beautifully. Still, its beauty didn’t distract the dragon from what was truly important in that moment. 
Min.
He carefully set down near the broken down and reached out with his mind. ‘Min, can you hear me?’
‘Get. Me. The. Fuck. Out. Of. HERE!’ she bellowed. He winced, his head ringing from the force of her telepathic shout. 
‘Give me a moment, I don’t want to make it worse.’
Nemesis began sliding his mental sense among the stones, trying to get a sense of what lay where. His mind was tired—it had taken a great deal of concentration to fight the cultivator’s control of weight. He didn’t understand the mana that man used at all… though right now he didn’t care. His only concern was that he might make a mistake and crush Min if he moved the wrong rock in his exhaustion. 
Talia and the others landed, and Harper came up to the rubble pile. He felt her extending her earth mana into the mess.
‘Nemmy, I’m going to start fusing some of this pile together so you can move it in larger chunks. What else do you need?’ Harper asked.
‘I can sense the legionnaires starting to come out of hiding. Talia, can you and Kaia head them off so they don’t get in the way? Given how badly they fought, I don’t want them to kill Min by mistake.’ The dragon was in no mood to deal with the soldiers. He hadn’t seen them do anything particularly useful during the battle. 
‘Can do,’ Talia replied. The gold at least sounded cheerful. She turned to walk toward the middle of the outpost. Kaia nodded and remained on her dragon’s back. 
‘How’s it looking? I really don’t want to be down here,’ Min complained.
‘We’ll be ready in a moment!’ sent back Harper. ‘You got this, Nemmy?’
Thanks to Harper’s work in combining the smaller stones, the broken tower had been reduced to several huge blocks. Strange as it was, those large pieces were easier for him to grasp. His response to Harper, therefore, was to lift the stone chunks upward and then float them away from Min.
The sight of her smiling up at him warmed his heart.





“For the leader of the orcs… did that guy feel kind of underwhelming?” he complained later when they’d returned to their personal base. 
Before they’d left, the legionnaires had tried to ask all sorts of questions of Kaia and Talia while the pair kept them out of the way. Nemesis hadn’t paid attention to most of it, since he’d been busy getting Min out from under the collapsed watchtower and ensuring she was okay. T
The blonde had used her wood mana to brace the rubble around her, then repeatedly performed her healing techniques to repair the damage. She was drained of mana, but healthy when they dug her out.
The entire outpost was shrouded in high mana levels and heavily tinted toward death mana. That was one reason it was considered unwise to cultivate directly after a battle. After the many, many undead he had fought, Nemesis had had more than enough of death mana.
With Jaden and Toh dead, the leadership of the outpost was unclear. Some of the legionnaires wanted Harper to give commands, as Nemesis was the strongest dragon remaining. Others pushed for some lieutenant or other to step into Toh’s shoes. Nemesis didn’t care, and he’d loudly announced that Scaleguard would be withdrawing on an extended scouting mission to ensure the orcs were gone.
Then he’d lifted Harper and Min onto his back and taken off.
Fortunately, Talia and Kaia had come with him in that moment, otherwise he might have looked foolish. The group had done a few patrol spirals, but the orcs seemed to have thoroughly fled. The patrols had mostly been for his lovers’ benefit. Nemesis quickly realized he didn’t care if the legionnaires died… but guarding the outpost made the females happy, so he didn’t complain. 
Still, when they finally arrived at their retreat and gathered in the food hall, he’d been happy for the solitude. Putting on his old robes had reminded him that he no longer had a saddle, but he found he actually enjoyed the fabric around his feeble elven skin.
Now, they sat around a table and he found himself watching his lovers, wondering about the looks they were giving him. 
It isn’t my fault I found that user’s techniques weak: he made things light, he made things heavy. He floated rocks. I can do all of that already. No matter what they say, I don’t see how this gravity is considered an advanced technique. 
His internal grumbling was ended by Harper planting a kiss on his cheek. “We don’t all have breakthroughs in the middle of battle and ascend to a higher rank. You’re B-rank now, Nemmy. A single A-rank cultivator isn’t going to easily overcome you anymore. Have you checked your scores?”
Nemesis blinked and realized he hadn’t actually considered the implications of the tribulation he had undergone. He must have reached B-rank after dealing with the foreign mana and splitting his elemental energies into secondary cores. He swiftly summoned his scores to examine them.
Nemesis: current rank, B9. Potential Rank, Limitless 
Breakdown of current ratings.
Mental B8
Lethality B7
Defensive B9
Physicality B9
Magic B9
Classification: Demigod. Subclassification: Prismatic.
“I’ve reached B9,” he admitted after a moment. “My Mentality and Lethality are higher, likely because I began devouring the minds of the ogres… and absorbing Cambus’ acid probably increased my own potency. Everything else is still at the B9 level. I won’t be gaining much power here until we find stronger monsters.”
“Wait, what do you mean devouring minds?” Kaia interjected, clearly a little alarmed. Nemesis could feel unease radiating from her.
“Nemesis discovered a technique that pulls the mental energy completely free of a being,” Harper explained. “He can digest this spark and enhance his own Mentality score. Without their minds, the beings die.”
The explanation did nothing to reduce the horror that Kaia was clearly feeling. Nemesis took a moment to consider what he might say to soothe her fears. 
“There’s no point in doing it often,” he told her. “The mental energies stop sustaining me after a while. The ogres and ogre magi provided me nothing after the first dozen. I suspect that I require more powerful minds to feed off… so while it is effective for killing swarms of lesser beings, it isn’t worth the effort on mid-tier cultivators.”
For the life of him, he couldn’t understand why the riders all seemed shocked at his reassurance. Talia, at least, understood his point of view, proving it when she said, “It makes sense, it’s no different from trying to empower yourself by swallowing thousands of weak cores. There comes a point where it does nothing for you.”
“Anyway…” Min said, jumping into the conversation. “It’s good that you have a way to deal with large groups of weak beings. Even if it’s a horrifying one. We’re glad that you’re on our side, Nemmy.”
That reminder seemed to do far more to reassure everyone than his own statement, which Nemesis found vexing. Still, he nodded magnanimously to Min, then delivered a kiss to her cheek to reward her for grasping his value. She and Harper were sitting on either side of him, and he found that fitting as they were his primary lovers.
Talia was a strong contender, since she had the most appealing form… draconic superiority defeated mammal beauty… though he supposed Kaia was resplendent in her own way too. But, he had more important things to consider than which of his lovers were most beautiful. There was the gemstone.
“How much do you think this is worth?” he asked, floating over the crystal left behind by their defeat of Glaive’s brother. The stone was roughly the size of his head, and because he’d gripped it while it was still cooling, he’d been able to use his telekinetics to compress it into a form he found appealing. The hundreds of triangular facets made the sphere dazzling.
The cobalt-blue coloring with murky crimson and silver streaks fascinated him.
“Ugh, Nemmy, don’t you think it’s a bit tacky to keep a gem made from a crushed enemy?” Min protested.
“No,” Talia breathed. “I love it. I wish I knew how to turn all of my foes into gems. My hoard would be amazing. What kind of gemstone is it?” She looked to Harper in hopes of an answer.
“I’m… honestly not sure,” Harper admitted. “We melted a bunch of different stones, and we don’t know what he had on him. The trace materials are key in determining what kind of crystals form. The minerals likely give it the colors, but I’ve never seen a stone that looked like it. It could be unique… and it is a little creepy.”
Nemesis kept the stone floating over the table so he could watch the sparkles. The gem looked perfect to him. “I shall call it the Blood Ocean, because it looks like deep water filled with blood. Talia, you may sleep in my lair with me so we can both enjoy its beauty.”
The other dragon, at least, understood his position perfectly. Affection and gratitude swelled inside her at his offer. Sharing a lair was a huge sign of trust for a dragon… but Nemesis thought she deserved it. Her elemental mana would also make it easy for him to keep his fire core charged. 
He had no idea why Kaia, Min, and Harper suddenly stared at him like he was some kind of puppy. Their emotions were a bizarre mix… much the same they’d feel looking at something adorable or cute. He did his best to dismiss those feelings—though he did find himself looking around to see if a small animal had slipped into the chamber.
“That’s very romantic, Nemmy,” Harper said. 
This time it was Min who planted a kiss on his cheek while Kaia looked on in pride. He truly wished he could grasp why they kept reacting like that. Everything he did was worthy of praise. 
Talia was beaming at him. She reached out to stroke her fingers along the stone. “Pity it doesn’t seem to have any inherent properties. If our foe had possessed a core, it likely would be charged in some ways. Killing cultivators can be so disappointing.”
After that, the group fell into discussing more practical matters. The debate on how much assistance they should provide the legion was dull to Nemesis, but he forced himself to pay attention. The riders were in favor of resuming control of the outpost, their stance being that the legionnaires could help them secure a base of power.
Talia and Nemesis, however, pointed out how several of the officers had been Jaden’s lackeys, and none of them could be trusted to side with the dragons when the empire sent out a new commander. They took it for granted spirit talismans had been sent out to inform the higher-ups of the orc invasion.
The fact they’d repelled the invasion was in their favor, but the looming danger of growing too fast remained. Whomever was sent to take control would note that Nemesis had gone from D-rank to B-rank in under a year. That kind of growth was rare, and nearly a guarantee it would come to the attention of someone in the Immortal’s inner circle. 
None of them wanted to discount Persephone’s warnings, yet they also knew that disappearing would lead to the same threat. If they vanished, the empire would hunt them as rogue dragons. The situation felt like a trap, and currently none of them could figure out a good way to avoid their dilemma.
Finally, a thought occurred to Nemesis. “Given the cultivator we fought was Glaive’s mercenary brother, do you think we could send a missive to the Scaleguard and get Persephone sent out here? As an A-rank dragon, she has the power to oversee the area, and Glaive is rated to command the outpost. The task might be beneath them, but given their connection to the instigator of the invasion… there is a logic to it.”
That option was turned over, and after a bit of discussion, none of them could find a reason not to try. Min, however, warned them against including the information they’d learned about Jaden’s treacherous ambitions in their messages. She insisted her father would do everything in his power to cover up any proof of his son’s wrongdoings. 
They didn’t need an additional complication to their situation.
Several hours of discussion took place before they sent their spirit talisman to seek out Glaive. Nemesis was able to imbue it with enough mana to ensure it reached the man. Once it was finally gone, he realized his cultivators were dragging with exhaustion. Given he was tired himself, he understood why they felt so worn down.
None of them seemed to appreciate being sent to bed, yet none fought him when he made the decision.
For himself, Nemesis retreated to the chamber of darkness so he could get some much-needed rest. He even allowed Talia to hang onto the gemstone—letting her appreciate its beauty in her fiery cavern seemed kind. 
He liked being thought of as kind.
Curling up in the underground chamber laden with darkness mana was soothing. Nemesis released a sigh and arched his back like a contented feline. The hints of moisture remaining from the underground spring the mana was drained from lent the artificial cave a damp atmosphere, and he was surprised to see crystals of ice had begun forming along the walls. 
Fascinated, Nemesis watched the process as the water mana slowed and condensed before changing to an off-white that solidified and spread outward. Actual ice manifested as creeping crystals that built over itself. He extended the thinnest tendril of ice mana from his secondary core to see if he could speed up the process. 
The black dragon huffed in annoyance when his mana struck the dark, damp air flowing in and ruined the delicate mix. Ice clogged the hole, so he was forced to dig it out with a claw before the air could return.
“I suppose even my excellence can’t be expected to master magic so easily,” he muttered. 
Putting it out of his mind, Nemesis lowered his head to rest his jaw upon his muscular tail. He mantled his wings, then carefully drew them tight against his sides. Once he was comfortable, he closed his eyes and allowed himself to drift into a contented slumber.
While the hours passed, he found himself actually sleeping deeply. 
‘Nemmy!’ Min’s voice shouted into the tranquility of his slumbering mind. 
The sudden yell caused him to wake with a start. Nemesis grunted in pain when his head slammed into the stone ceiling. He made a note to ask Harper about expanding the cave if they were going to stay here longer. 
He reached out until he felt Min’s mind. ‘Yes? Are the towers burning down?’ he asked. He couldn’t keep his irritation at being woken from coloring his voice, and Min must have sensed it.
‘Don’t pout. You’ve been asleep a week and we miss you. We’ve gotten a message from the legion—an imperial commander has been dispatched to take command. They don’t know who it is, but they’re not a member of the Scaleguard.’
Nemesis let out a low rumble as he turned that over in his mind. I suppose that is a valid reason to want to talk things over… but if we haven’t heard back from Persephone… it doesn’t really change anything about our situation.
Letting out a huff, he reopened the line of communication. ‘Have we heard from Glaive or Persephone?’
While he waited for his answer, Nemesis dipped his head to slide through the opening and began making his way up the tunnel that formed the opening of his sleeping chamber. The switchbacks did a good job of preventing light from reaching his chamber, which made it perfect for him.
‘Unfortunately no, but Talia thinks it should reach them in another few days.’
That caused Nemesis to pause at the exit of the tunnel. ‘How did the empire get their message out so fast, then?’ The dragon might not have paid the most attention in his geographic studies, but he did remember that the nearest legionnaire base was deeper in the empire than the kingdom the Scaleguard resided within.
‘The legion has relay stations set up along their marching route. The spirit talisman is drawn into the relays, then boosted to the next one. By hitting station after station, they move far faster than a regular talisman. It’s one of the methods the legion uses to ensure they maneuver more quickly than their enemies.’
‘Well, that’s bull. We should have something like that,’ Nemesis muttered, partially to himself. He picked up his robes from where he’d left them and transformed into his elven body. Once the dark fabric was properly wrapped around him, he began walking toward the living towers.
Pausing at the door, it occurred to the dragon he’d never actually bothered to go inside and see what kind of quarters they had designed for themselves. 
‘You going to be here soon?’ Min asked.
Nemesis snorted as he walked in through the door.





It turned out they’d used a tower construction, because each woman had gotten their own floor. What surprised Nemesis was to discover that the fourth floor was a sparring chamber with formations to increase the ambient mana, and the fifth had soft cushions lining the outside walls and packed mattresses covering the floor. 
There were small tables scattered along the room to hold bottles of spirits as well as bowls of snacks. Nemesis wasn’t entirely sure what the room had been before, but Kaia had blushed when she gave him the tour. 
Still, the actual meeting was taking place in a basement. The room had been lined with formations designed to block foreign mana and prevent eavesdropping. Nemesis thought it was a bit of overkill, given no one knew where they were.
He glanced around the room and saw a few workstations for minor crafting, a small bar with an assortment of bottles, and a tiny kitchen area for preparing food. There were even alcoves with some small beds. 
“Why does this room appear to be a miniature habitat?” he asked after looking around.
Harper, looking up from where she was pouring drinks, snorted. “It’s our bunker. When the door is sealed and the formations are activated, it should protect us from anything short of an A-rank spirit beast. Min had some formations her father had given her, so she decided to donate them to give us all a safe space.”
Min shrugged from where she stood near the small stove, slicing some thick roast of meat. “I’m sure Father expected me to design a safe room for Jaden before he arrived, but I thought it would benefit us more.”
Nemesis grunted as Kaia poked him in the back. He stepped fully into the room and ceased to block the doorway. She playfully ran her fingers down his spine while squeezing past him. He didn’t see any sign of Talia, though he sensed she wasn’t far away.
“Wasting resources on Jaden does sound like your family,” Nemesis said. He strode across the room and chose a seat near Harper. “I approve of using the formations for us instead. Now, where is Talia?”
“She’s finishing a dress,” Kaia said. The auburn-haired cultivator went to help Min. Nemesis didn’t understand why they chose to place the meat slices between chunks of carved bread, but he had found that particular mammal food enjoyable since gaining a similar form.
“You mean I finished my dress,” Talia announced. She paused in the doorway and spun so people could see what she had created. Nemesis knew she’d gotten into sewing because her scales damaged normal garments, though he didn’t understand the layered skirts or why the dress only covered one shoulder.
The other women seemed to find it fascinating at least, so he dutifully spoke up. “You look quite nice.” Harper smiled at him and patted his knee. Nemesis squinted at her, suspicious of the amusement emanating from her, then he claimed her tankard of spirits and took a long sip.
“Thank you!” Talia said in response to everyone, before coming into the room and seating herself at a table next to Nemesis. Kaia brought over a tray of sandwiches and set some down before him, then the others. 
Nemesis sniffed the offering, scenting strips of salted pork on top of the roasted meat. Several spices had been crushed and cooked, which prevented him from identifying the meat by smell alone. Waste of meat or not, the sandwich did cause his mouth to water. 
He set himself to eating while he waited for the others to begin discussing what they thought should be done.
He covered his mouth with his palm a moment later, yet his belch still shook the room. 
“Classy, Nemmy, real classy,” Harper teased. The dragon in elven form looked at her, debating how to answer. She looked disappointed when he simply shrugged. “Spoilsport,” she accused. 
“Okay, we should talk about the legion. They’ve seen us three missives asking whether we’re going to return from our scouting mission soon. At some point we either need to fake a report, or actually do one.” Kaia’s no-nonsense tone changed the mood in the safe room.
Nemesis sighed and sipped from the tankard he’d acquired from Harper.
“I think we should do some scouting,” Min volunteered. “I understand not wanting to take over the outpost while we wait for the new commander to arrive, but we do have a duty to the soldiers left behind.”
“Do we?” Talia asked. “Our responsibility was to clear out the spirit beasts and set up a place for the gryphon riders to found their base. We have completed both those tasks. There are those who would argue that even fighting the orc army and slaying their most powerful cultivators was beyond our charter.”
“Of course we do!” Kaia protested. “The Scaleguard is meant to provide draconic support for imperial forces. The entire reason our kingdom has the independence it does is because we do so much to back up their military actions. Dragon forces are considered the elite, and they’ve dedicated years to our training.”
Harper opened her mouth, then closed it. Nemesis did a read on her emotions and sensed conflict. It only took him a moment to consider the potential causes.
“The kingdom sells debtors into slavery,” Nemesis began. “They also allow the legal trade of sapient spirit beasts. If parents cannot pay off their debts, they sell their children. The nobles are often corrupt and egotistical… and they prop up an empire with a being who kills anyone who grows powerful enough to challenge the Immortal. Is this a nation we want to support?”
His words were enough to silence the conversation. Guilt immediately began to radiate off Min. It distracted him to the point he reached out and rubbed his hand across her forearm. Kaia didn’t seem happy with his words, yet he sensed she agreed with parts of what he had said. 
I don’t understand how humans can get so upset that someone speaks the truth to them. Is self-deception some kind of requirement? The dragon Krelin’s rider constantly asked if her dress made her look fat… but when I confirmed it did, she was quite angry with me. Why did she ask if she didn’t wish to know the truth?
After letting out a sigh, Kaia finally spoke up. “You’re not wrong. There are many flaws in our kingdom, but it is still our home. The commoners, the folks who don’t cultivate, or can’t progress very far… those people still need help. The only way we can effect change and help them is to grow powerful enough to force those in charge to listen to us.”
Harper nodded, and Nemesis sighed. “But what stops the people in charge from killing us before we grow strong enough to stop them from abusing their own stations?”
Min grimaced. “In my experience, you either grow fast enough that they spend their time trying to recruit you, or you become powerful in secret. I think we’re agreed that we’re doing the latter.”
It was Talia who offered her own rebuttal this time: “You cultivators can use techniques to mask your power. But that is an option we don’t have. The only spirit beasts capable of hiding their strength are ones who specialize in stealth techniques, and they must hide their entire being. As dragons, Nemesis and I cannot conceal our strength.” 
“Then maybe we should keep you both out of sight.” Harper proposed. “Given the battle we just fought and the injuries Nemesis took, it might not be too great a stretch to claim you were wounded and have to sleep and heal.”
The idea of hiding rankled Nemesis; he sensed it bothered Talia as well. 
“If you’re staying out of sight, there’s no reason you couldn’t cultivate while you waited…” the auburn-haired warrior said, shifting his mood in an instant. 
While he didn’t care for the knowing gleam in her eyes… he also couldn’t deny that it was a marvelous idea. Talia preened and leaned over to kiss her rider. He supposed she supported the suggestion—she’d always been a sensible dragon. 
“Not to rain on your parade,” Min began, “but we are going to need someone to fly us back to the outpost, and they’ll get suspicious about the claims you’re both injured if they see one of you winging off.”
Nemesis slumped. His moment of hope had expired before he could truly savor it. He found himself contemplating finishing the job the orcs had started. His expression must have revealed something, because Harper lightly smacked his shoulder.
“Stop grinding your teeth. We can still figure out a way to keep your power level concealed. A cloaking formation worked into the bottom of the new saddle might work. Either way, we’ll have some time before the new commander arrives. We just need to brainstorm.”
Easy for you to say, Nemesis thought mutinously. No one is after your hide if you cultivate too strongly. You’ll just be lauded as an asset to the empire, especially if you look loyal enough. 
His foul mood colored the conversation that followed, and he once again found himself contemplating the nature of the humanoids he cared for.
Despite their close relationships to dragons… they still do not understand the need to make decisive choices and stay the course. The simplest solution to this dilemma would have been to wipe out the legion survivors and the outpost. If we had slipped deeper into the wilderness, then those who came to investigate would probably conclude the orcs and legionnaires had fought to a standstill and rogue spirit beasts had finished off everyone else. 
He paused, then was forced to confront a truth he found unpleasant. Though, if the only dragon skeleton was Cambus… they might still have come searching for us. 
Grimacing in distaste, Nemesis realized his lovers had presented a genuine flaw in the plan he wanted to be true. He blinked his head and realized everyone was staring at him. “What?” he asked, confused at their looks.
“Are you even paying attention?” Min asked.
“No, I was contemplating the fact that you all might have a point in your assertion that we couldn’t simply kill everyone at the outpost. Much as I don’t wish to say it, we likely have no choice but to pretend to be loyal members of the empire.”
For some reason, Harper let out a sigh of relief. She put an arm around his shoulder and kissed the tip of his ear. “I know it’s not easy for you to admit you’re wrong. I am proud of you.”
Nemesis blinked. “I did not say I was wrong, merely that you were right… in this one instance. It was bound to happen eventually.”
For some reason, Harper, Min, and Kaia burst out laughing. Harper climbed to her feet and went to fetch a new round of drinks for everyone. The mood had lifted and the ladies seemed inclined to celebrate. He glanced at Talia, but she merely shrugged. He extended a private line of thought to the gold dragon.
‘Do you understand why they find this situation so funny?’ he asked, hoping she might shed some light on the subject.
‘Humans, even half-elves, are often overly concerned that our pride will prevent us from seeing reason. It is a strange concern. In my experience we inevitably make the best choices,’ she replied.
Nemesis found himself nodding. He couldn’t see any faults in Talia’s observation. On top of that, the gold dragon was a better student of humanoid thinking that he was. He turned his attention back to his rider just in time to see Harper drop a huge tankard of some rich amber fluid before him. The scent was truly enjoyable and he eagerly accepted the drink.
The potency of the liquor actually shocked him. He’d expected to be less reactive to booze, given his higher level of evolution. He held the drink up to study it, confused that it seemed to be giving him a genuine buzz. 
“How is this so strong?” he asked, turning to look at Harper. “Isn’t it dangerous for you to drink something this potent?”
Kaia let out a laugh. “We’re not drinking the same thing,” she assured him. She motioned to the tankard in his hand. “That is an alchemically enhanced booze that Harper figured out how to produce.”
Harper nodded. “I found out from one of the legionnaires that if you dissolve a weak beast core into an alcohol you can increase the strength. The soldiers did it to give their beer a kick, but I figured the same process would work for you, so I used a D-rank fire core from one of Talia’s kills.”
“Huh.” Nemesis looked at the tankard again. “It’s not hard to make?”
Harper flushed and looked down, so Nemesis squinted his eyes and repeated the question. She cleared her throat, then she offered him a slight shrug.
“Okay, it might be kind of a hassle. Though that’s only because it takes a precise control of the alchemical reaction to liquify the core without losing the spiritual energy. The mana wants to disperse, but as long as I manipulate the cauldron properly, it’s easy.”
He shook his head, then he took a long drink of the alcohol. Harper radiated discomfort for some reason, but he didn’t quite understand why. “It is very good. I imagine you could have used the core for something else. Thank you for doing this for me.”
A thought occurred to him and he turned his head to look at Kaia. Kaia stared back, then preempted the question he was going to ask. “Thanks to your dual cultivation technique, I have no need for D-rank cores. Meditating in the released aura wouldn’t have advanced me much. Getting you in the mood and cultivating with you… well, that’d work a lot better.”
She waggled her eyebrows at him. Nemesis blinked, then nodded. Her reasoning made sense to him. “You are aware that you don’t need to bribe me with liquors to get me in the mood to partake of dual cultivation, correct?”
Min choked on her drink, then let out a laugh. “I don’t think she’s actually worried you won’t be willing, Nemmy. It was more of a joke.” 
Talia cleared her throat. “While I am sure he’ll soon be in the mood, we should consider the dangers of cultivating too frequently. Now that I have partaken of the technique myself, I can confirm the rise of instinctual passions is not exclusive for Nemesis.”
Nemesis groaned, not wanting to consider that. Once again, he was forced to admit an unpleasant truth—there were disadvantages to being a dragon. He opened his mouth to speak, but closed it once again when a chiming sound rang through the air all around them. 
“What was that?” he asked, frustrated by the interruption, yet relieved have to expound upon his thoughts.
Harper straightened up, then looked at Kaia and Min. It was Kaia who answered the question.
“That’s the notification that there is a spirit talisman seeking to enter the base. It must be the legion once more.”
However, much to their surprise, the legion wasn’t what had come knocking on their walls.





Persephone stood perched on their wall, waiting for them as they emerged from the living tower.  
She stared down at them as they made their way outside, yet before they could speak, she held up a hand to stop them.
“Wait, wait, wait, wait—what is this?” she cried. Snapping her fingers, the chiming sound that Nemesis has learned to hate so much rang at the base of each woman’s throat. Chokers he hadn’t realized they were wearing broke in half and fell away.
While Persephone’s eyes widened in surprise, Nemesis simply stared in confusion. “You were wearing necklaces?” 
“They were wearing concealment charms! Naughty girls… when did you get bloodlines? Oh, and they’re draconic bloodlines!” 
Persephone vanished off the wall and appeared in front of Min. The long-haired woman inhaled deeply through her nose. A wrinkle appeared between her brows before she darted to Harper and sniffed a second time. 
Persephone was moving so quickly it took Nemesis a moment to realize she’d had to hover in midair to reach the women’s necks. The tiny silver scales along her neck sparkled as she spun and her hair flared out of the way.
“Persephone, it’s good to se—” Min began, but she didn’t get far before she flinched back at having Persephone suddenly in her face once more. 
Given Persephone was barely four-and-half feet tall, seeing her loom over Min was… odd. The dragon put a finger to Min’s lips. “Glaive will be here soon. He insisted on inspecting the area to see how well you’ve set up your lairs. But before he gets here, why don’t you explain how you are all sharing the same bloodline—Nemesis’ bloodline, if my nose isn’t deceiving me.”
Nemesis narrowed his eyes. Persephone was often exuberant and even boisterous, yet now her tone actually seemed to border on menacing. When he had left the Flight and the training grounds, her power had felt overwhelming… now she merely felt strong. He wasn’t ready to challenge her yet, he could tell that much, but she no longer radiated a sense of insurmountable danger to his instincts.
Harper straightened her back and clasped her hands behind her back. Nemesis was amused to see her taking a stance as though reporting to a superior officer. “Alchemy. I had a breakthrough while crafting a potion that could purify our cultivations… while also instilling a draconic bloodline. Nemesis offered his blood, and we chose to use it to strengthen our foundations.”
Nemesis bit back a snort. That wasn’t quite how he remembered the experience going, but he wasn’t going to imply differently in front of anyone else. 
Persephone allowed herself to drop to the ground, her pale boots not making a sound when she landed. She had on footwear that came just above her knees, a skirt that barely covered hers, and a vest that wrapped about her petite frame. If she hadn’t had a white leather coat that descended to her calves, she’d have been positively indecent. He noticed the jewels and gemstones she’d worn at the training grounds were gone, though she still had the pearl ribbon holding back her long hair. 
While he was taking in her appearance, she was pacing in a circle. Each step saw the back of her heel hit the ground, then she rolled up onto the tip of her toes before she put down her other foot. The odd gait continued to be soundless. As though mimicking Harper, she had her hands clasped behind her back. 
Finally, she spun to face them.
“Well, I suppose I can see why you hid that. But that doesn’t explain why Nemesis is radiating the energy of a B-rank dragon… and far more elements than he has any right to.”
Nemesis let out an annoyed growl. “Are you going to stop bouncing around like a human child who has overindulged in sweets and allow us to explain what has happened since we left the training grounds?”
He had always enjoyed spending time with Persephone back at the Flight, yet her manic energy was grating his mood, he couldn’t help but feel their plight was too serious for jokes. Yet for all that, he refused to flinch when she snapped around to stare at him, which for some reason caused approval to fill her eyes.
“Alright, I suppose your growing strength deserves acknowledgement. I want to know what has happened since you left,” Persephone said, instantly sobering, though she still grinned at him like he was her favorite toy.
She insisted they wait for Glaive, and Nemesis chafed the entire time they stood around. Persephone claimed she was enjoying the fresh air, and refused to go inside without her partner. She engaged in small talk with the riders, but most of her interest centered around Talia; it wasn’t long before she took the golden-haired dragon aside. 
Nemesis didn’t catch much of the conversation, though he heard a few comments about eggs, mating flights, and choosing an appropriate mate. What truly surprised Nemesis was that she hadn’t once asked about the fate of Artax. 
Perhaps the report on what happened to Artax reached them already and she doesn’t wish to make Min’s wounds worse. The Scaleguard spoke often about the devastating loss of a partner. It could be a kindness on her part.
He found it suspicious, himself. He’d never known Persephone to hold back from a sensitive subject, especially not without Glaive there to hold her back. 
As though Nemesis’ thoughts had summoned him, Glaive leaped over their wall and landed on the ground nearby. The man wore a black vest that wrapped around his torso and held a number of slender daggers. His arms were bare, and Nemesis saw that he still wore his swords crossed over his back. In truth, Glaive hadn’t changed at all since they left, though Nemesis wasn’t sure why he thought he would have.
The taciturn man walked over to join Persephone—all conversation with Talia died. The gold dragon retreated to rejoin the group and they all focused their attention on the more powerful duo. 
“Please provide us a full accounting of your time since you left the Flight. Leave nothing out if you wish us to provide you the guidance you clearly require,” Glaive stated. Nothing in his monotone delivery hinted that they had a choice in the matter. On top of that, his stance aggravated Nemesis after so long operating independently.
He noticed Persephone roll her eyes from her position behind him. It brought a familiar amusement to the situation. While Nemesis observed the pair, Glaive stared back. Fortunately, Kaia began delivering a concise report that provided far more detail than Nemesis would have been able to remember. 
Given they’d been clearing the area for months, the debriefing took a great deal of time. Glaive questioned them about the traders that had stopped by their outpost, their choices in division of cores, and even the spirit beasts they’d eaten. Nemesis began to feel like the man intended to give them a grade and this entire experience had just been some kind of test. 
I can’t believe his face didn’t even twitch when we revealed his twin brother was the man behind the orcish invasion. Does nothing ruffle him?
Nemesis found himself wondering if Glaive’s cultivation had somehow damaged his capacity to feel emotions. To his surprise, the dragon couldn’t read the emotions of either Persephone or her rider—something was obscuring them to his psionics. He wasn’t sure if Persephone had developed a new technique, or if they’d purchased a talisman to shield their thoughts.
Either way, they seemed disturbingly calm about finding out someone they knew had tried to invade the empire. That calm lasted until they finished their debriefing and Glaive ran out of questions. Then Persephone gave them some insights into her mood.
She lifted Nemesis off the ground in a bear hug and spun him in circles. The black dragon did his best to keep oriented, not wanting to embarrass himself by falling over when he was inevitably dropped. 
“Persephone,” Glaive said, his monotone voice too mild to be called scolding, “put the dragon down. Nemesis has achieved enough personal power that continuing to treat him like a hatchling is inappropriate.”
“Aaaaw, man,” Persephone pouted. She dropped Nemesis onto the ground and stepped back. “Whatever. You guys did amazing! You fought off several combat units, defeated a forest king, even exposed a plot against the empire! Not bad for your first tour of duty.”
Nemesis discreetly used his telekinesis to ensure he didn’t stumble when she released him. He took a moment to brush his hands over his robes. Once he was completely settled, he examined Glaive to see if the man’s stoic face gave anything away. Sadly, Glaive was unreadable as always.
“It wasn’t easy… and we lost Artax,” Min murmured. Her feelings were easy to read, and sadness welled within her. When Nemesis glanced in her direction, he saw tears welling at the corners of her eyes. Harper stepped over to give her a gentle hug. 
“Losses are to be exp—” Glaive began, only to be cut off by Persephone.
“Glaive!” she shouted, the tone bordering on harsh and disapproving. She stepped past her rider and took Min’s hands in her own. “Artax’ loss is a loss for all of us. He was a good dragon—someone hatchlings would have looked up to, had he lived. I am sorry that you’ve lost your partner.” 
That triggered Min to burst into tears without holding back, and Persephone wrapped her in a hug that should have looked ridiculous. Their height difference planted Persephone’s face in Min’s chest. Nemesis realized that Min’s sadness made the view too touching for him to feel anything but sympathy. 
It was a strange emotion for him to experience.
Glaive, meanwhile, reached out to tap Nemesis on the shoulder, so the dragon twisted to look at the man. Glaive was staring down at him with his purple eyes; the man’s brows were close together as he glowered.
“What do you want?” the dragon demanded. 
Nemesis couldn’t help but feel that Glaive’s dispassionate presence was an intrusion on a sensitive moment. Min deserved comfort, and while Persephone was offering it, the instructor simply stared at all of them… like some kind of formation-scripted automaton.
“Do not take misplaced hostility out on me, Nemesis. What is your exact ranking now?”
Nemesis stared at Glaive, then he shook his head. “I don’t feel like revealing that at this time.”
For the first time, Glaive showed a hint of emotion. Nemesis noticed one of the man’s eyelids twitching. Nemesis wasn’t sure what the unconscious gesture signified, but it proved that Glaive wasn’t as unfeeling as he appeared. 
“As your commanding officer, I have a right to the information. Knowing your rank will allow me to determine what kind of service you can provide the empire. It is unlikely that you’ll continue guarding this outpost, now that you’ve advanced so far.”
“A right?” Nemesis repeated, outraged at the idea that the human was trying to pull rank on him. “The only thing you have a right to is—” Harper clapped a hand over his mouth and simultaneously kicked him in the ankle.
“Excuse us, Inspector Glaive. Tensions have been high since we learned of the traitor within the Scaleguard. Given Jaden set us up to be attacked by the orcs… and also conspired with your brother, Nemesis is feeling short on trust.”
Through her hand over his lips, Harper pushed a telepathic message to him: ‘Don’t antagonize Glaive! Remember, we were trying to get Persephone on our side in case the empire comes gunning for us. How would you feel if someone was disrespecting me?’
Nemesis stifled a growl—he saw the point Harper was making almost immediately. Persephone had demonstrated her temper several times during training when a dragon refused to listen to Glaive… he couldn’t imagine the silver dragon would be any easier on him. 
That thought simply irritated him further.
Taking several deep breaths, he gently lifted his hand to move Harper’s hand from his lips. “I apologize. Harper is right. It has been hard to know who we can trust and who we can’t. After all, we even found evidence of widespread beast core absorption among the legionnaires. It makes trust difficult.” 
Harper’s approval reduced his desire to vomit a tiny bit. He mollified himself with the awareness that his apology was a clever deception, and he hadn’t meant a word of the repugnant statement. His ruse clearly fooled Glaive, as the man simply shrugged.
“Understandable. The question, however, remains. What is your current rank?” the instructor asked.
Nemesis had to force his jaw to relax, lest he begin grinding his own teeth. He exhaled slowly through his nose, then spoke. “I am currently holding a rank of B9, Instructor Glaive. I have only recently broken through, and the spirit beasts in this area are not suitable to push my scores higher.”
Glaive’s purple eyes widened. “Impressive. By rights you shouldn’t have been able to progress beyond C5 in this area. The scouts who surveyed it didn’t believe the mana flows could sustain spirit beasts of a higher magnitude. Were you pushed so high by the slumbering forest king?”
With inward relief, Nemesis realized that Glaive believed the source of his strength was of a mundane nature. He searched his memory for exactly what the riders had said during the debrief and realized any mention of their dual cultivation had been avoided. 
“Yes. I was fortunate. The forest king was a crocodile that combined poison and wood mana. His wood aspect did little for me, but the strength of his poison was very helpful. Combined with the revelation I had on the nature of darkness; my power grew significantly.”
“What was your revelation? No, I withdraw the question. One’s epiphanies from the universe are their own. I apologize for my disrespect,” Glaive said. For a moment, he actually looked a hint embarrassed. 
Nemesis didn’t know what to make of that apology. He didn’t subscribe any spiritual significance to understanding darkness: the revelation he had seemed obvious to him. I suppose having moments of brilliance comes more rarely for humans. No wonder they ascribe such rarity and wonder to it. If they used more of their brains, I am sure they’d see the truth more often.
Kaia and Talia had been standing patiently, and Nemesis was relieved to see Glaive turn his attention to them. He had no doubt the pair would have an easier time dealing with Glaive’s questions than he had. Talia hadn’t risen so high in her own power, and thus her rank should draw less attention.
When he looked over to Min, he saw that Persephone had summoned some kind of chair made of light. Min was currently stretched out along the bench-like surface and her head was draped in Persephone’s lap. His newest rider seemed comforted by having the waifish dragon combing through her hair with slim fingers. 
Nemesis turned his eyes up at the heavens and wondered if this ordeal was going to be worth it in the long run.





Their small outpost grew deeply uncomfortable. Nemesis had not been prepared for Persephone and Glaive to move into their sanctuary. The fact that he had no legitimate reason to refute their request irritated him to no end.  
Persephone, it seemed, had no desire to set up a temporary lair… and she’d also demanded that Glaive be given his own room. As the living tower only had enough rooms for each rider, that meant two of them had to be displaced, so Min and Harper moved into the same room as Kaia. None of the women wanted to sleep on the top floor, which they told the newcomers was still under construction.
Harper had hissed a silent plea for him to keep his mouth shut on the subject. From the way her cheeks had burned, Nemesis assumed her desire for silence had something to do with keeping their dual cultivation technique a secret. 
The tour of the small retreat went swiftly. The crafting hall held no interest for the older Scaleguard members, and while Persephone had found the cultivation chamber impressive, she expressed doubts that it would be able to contain mana at the levels she personally required to advance. 
When Nemesis tried to determine why the two of them weren’t staying at the legion outpost, Glaive curtly informed him that their mission was to assess Scaleguard assets—the outpost was now the legion’s business. 
But less than a full day had passed before the pair had started giving assignments to Nemesis and the others. Glaive was adamant that the dragons return to their patrol schedule, which meant flying out for extended trips to ensure no new threats were moving into the area. Nemesis’ lack of saddle wasn’t a concern in Glaive’s mind; he simply pointed out that Harper should be able to take care of herself by now.
The callous instructor told Min that she’d be best served remaining at the base to act as a liaison to coordinate the patrols. The man didn’t outright say she was useless without her dragon, but Nemesis felt it was heavily implied. 
He found himself wondering if he could eat the man faster than Persephone could stop him. 
By the second day, the dragons left on their aerial journeys to scout the land. Nemesis wasn’t thrilled to be flying over mountains and valleys he had already pacified, but Glaive insisted. It took all his self-control not to simply drain the minds of any creature he flew over that drew his attention. 
The greatest motivation not to do so was the fact that Persephone and Glaive were flying just behind them. He knew the A-rank pair were watching his every move, searching for signs of abnormality.
His inner conflict on Persephone had returned full force when she grabbed him in a monstrous hug and pushed a message into his mind: ‘Give no sign you might be disloyal. Our report will determine your fate. The Immortal has eyes in every legion. His eye might already be on you.’
It didn’t tell him anything he didn’t know… yet it did confirm on some level that Persephone was on his side. Glaive, on the other hand, still seemed firmly loyal to the Immortal. That was the issue he had trouble reconciling. 
Is Persephone’s loyalty to her rider some kind of ruse to hide her disloyal thoughts? Or is she remaining loyal because she can’t imagine betraying Glaive? Nemesis suspected he might go mad attempting to decipher the truth. 
Sometimes, I think Persephone just enjoys keeping me confused. It fits—her strange habit of flirting just enough to fluster me, then looking surprised if I teased her back. I can’t tell if she actually likes me, or just likes messing with me.
Nemesis abandoned his puzzle-solving when he detected several bright mental sparks moving through a valley nearby. He banked his wings and shifted his course until he was gliding over the canyon. The trees were thick in this particular valley, yet he also spotted several ogres moving through the forest.
The cultivators had abandoned their heavy armor, though they seemed to have retained their powerful bows and quivers of metal arrows.
‘Ogre archers moving through the valley,’ he projected to Harper. He attempted to reach Persephone as well, but his mental message bounced off whatever she’d been using to block his empathy. 
Harper, who had been crouching between some of the upraised scales between his wings, leaned forward to press her palm against his back. ‘Keep your breath attack your original venom, and feel free to use as much telekinesis as needed. Don’t show your more-advanced techniques if you can avoid it. I don’t think we should let anyone get a good look at them, at least… not until we know who we can trust.’
Nemesis felt comforted knowing that Harper shared his mistrust. He sent a wordless agreement to her, then closed his wings enough to enter a shallow dive. In an effort to retain stealth, he opened his wings fully once more as soon as he’d reached the correct height to use his breath.
Corrosive venom sprayed down in a thick line along the valley floor. Droplets burned through branches, leaves, and when they struck the ground, they destroyed the foliage. Ogres were struck while he passed over screamed. Their dense skin was no long protection against his potent attack; their flesh melted and sloughed off, even as the toxins filled their blood stream. Nemesis saw at least a half-dozen cultivators crashing to the ground, shrieking while they died. 
Harper threw a javelin thrumming with earth mana and it arced through the air to slam into the ground in the midst of some of the ogres. Spikes of stone burst up through the forest floor and exploded to send shards of rock in every direction. Several ogres cursed, immediately crossing their arms over their faces to protect their most vulnerable points.
Nemesis couldn’t help but burst into laughter when he saw two ogres double over in pain after rock spikes speared them through the groin. 
He reached out with his telekinesis and shattered a number of trees. Soon, he had broken wood whipping among the survivors in a hurricane of debris. Ogres stumbled and staggered as heavy boughs and pieces of trunk bounced off their bodies. Their march had devolved into chaos, and it took long seconds for them to start drawing their arrows to return fire.
Unfortunately for them, Harper had also grown in strength. She reached out with threads of metal mana and warped their arrows to the point they couldn’t remain on the strings. Ogres bellowed, snarling while they reached for fresh ammunition.
The few arrows that were launched glanced off Nemesis’ heavy scales. He twisted his neck to look down beneath his own form, then exhaled a fresh line of corrosive poison. The broken trees no longer broke up the stream of acid he released. 
A spray of toxicity splashed in a vicious arc when he turned his head. Ogres screamed as the skin melted off their backs to reveal their spines and fast-withering muscles. Black veins spread up their necks, and one by one they collapsed.
The silence came so suddenly it took Nemesis a moment to realize that he and Harper had already killed the group they’d found; a sweep of his telepathy failed to reveal any mind sparks within his range. He flapped his wings hard and pushed himself back into the sky. A glance up revealed that Glaive and Persephone had been circling… observing.
Nemesis watched Persephone’s slender form while she glided through the air. Over two hundred feet long, yet his own torso was wider than hers. Her legs looked small against her great length, though he realized most of her body was tail and neck. Her elegant head was framed by long horns that spiraled back from her skull, and a thick mane of silver hair surrounded her head. 
She is radiant… and yet so odd in appearance. 
Nemesis always found it strange that Persephone did not require wings to fly, yet he also couldn’t detect any telekinesis at work. The mana flowing around her was an ever-shifting swirl of light and sound, which gave him no insight into the how of her levitation.
Harper banged on his back. ‘Stop staring at her scales. We have to pretend to be professional. Besides… if you dual cultivate with her you’d probably end up destroying our base.’
Nemesis let out a rumbling snort and almost choked as steam escaped his nostrils. His flame core had pulsed for a moment, and he’d nearly expressed fire from his nose. He made sure his secondary cores were under control before he formulated a response to Harper.
‘Do you think she’s actually interested in me? I always assumed she simply enjoyed seeing me flustered. Whenever I teased back, she retreated and changed the subject. You are better at understanding these romantic details than I am.’
Harper was silent for some time. Nemesis resumed his patrol route and continued scouring the land with his mental sense. He picked up a few spirit beasts, yet none registered in a way that demanded interference. 
He did spot the occasional natural treasure that would go well in Harper’s alchemy. Those he carefully plucked and stored in a trunk he’d been balancing on his back. The telekinetic load was negligible at this point.
He'd almost forgotten his question when he finally got his response.
‘I think,’ Harper said, ensuring to keep her thoughts quiet, ‘that there is a strong possibility Persephone was a secret supporter of Nightshade. The fact she knew the creed well enough to pass it on to you is suspicious. She’s been prone to paying attention to you ever since your arrival at Fort Talon. It would be a mistake to ascribe human emotions to her, but if she were a woman, I’d think she had mixed feelings… a combination of maternal and romantic attitudes that confuses her. But she’s a dragon… so it’s possible she’s just playing with you to amuse herself.’
Nemesis grunted at the confirmation that Harper’s thoughts matched his own. Neither of us have a clue what Persephone wants. This is so frustrating. Maybe I should just kiss her and see what happens!
A mental image of Persephone swatting a hatchling so hard the dragon had been reduced to paste without the need for her to return to true form flashed through his mind. He knew that the gulf between them was growing smaller… but the gap between B-rank and A-rank was still a significant one… and he was barely into B-rank.
Not likely to keep growing if we can’t cultivate the way we want either, he grumbled sourly to himself. 
Nemesis did his best to ignore Persephone from that point on. Glaive had always been easy to dismiss. The human did nothing to draw attention to himself, once the staring stopped registering. Persephone’s huge form, however, seemed made to draw attention. She chimed as she glided through the air, and sparkles of light continually flickered around her body.
There were benefits to that, Nemesis soon found. The ambient mana around Persephone rose, which meant having her flying nearby actually increased the energy he absorbed… though her specific aspects did nothing for him. He might have been impressed by how fast the spirit beasts fell silent when she drew near, except his own presence had the same effect.
His zig-zagging through the mountains failed to reveal any more retreating orcs. Twice, he found signs that someone had passed, yet he couldn’t pick up a genuine trail. Given traders and harvesters moved through the area gathering herbs, there was no proof these tracks were from orcs. 
All in all, the black dragon was left feeling like he was wasting his time. 
At least Harper is happy with all the herbs we’ve found. Now to locate a suitable place we can make camp… Our tagalongs insisted we fly out too far to make it back to either base today. I have no interest in flying all night and spending the day tired. 
Nemesis examined the nearby peaks until he found a pile of scree from a collapsed mountain slope. Something about the shape of the debris suggested a cavern to him—that, and the darkness mana oozing up through the stones. 
Circling the collapse, he narrowed down the source of the mana and began lifting stones away with his telekinesis. He could have asked Harper to solidify the pile the way she had the broken tower, but the boulders were large enough he thought it a waste of her power. 
He finally exposed a cave entrance large enough to enter and came in for a landing. The rocks slipped and rolled under his claws, but he easily managed the terrain and ducked his head so he could fit into the cave. 
The air was dry and warm. The mountain hadn’t appeared volcanic, but the faint threads of flame mana suggested there might be a lava chamber somewhere deep within. The lack of water mana would have made it a poor lair before he’d transformed his core… now, he wasn’t sure what was best for him.
Ice mana and flame mana are both contained in secondary cores, they’re considered opposing forces… and I have to balance acid and lightning as well. I don’t think a natural cave can truly serve my needs any longer. It’s likely I’ll need to have mana-gathering formations built up around my true home, if I don’t want any of my cores to suffer.
Instead of being frustrated by that thought, Nemesis took it as a sign of his own power. 
He moved carefully into the cavern, staying ready, but there were no mental signs of a threat. He didn’t see any plants that might pose a danger… or any foliage at all. The cave was barren and sandy along its floor. The stalactites and stalagmites were dry, with no sign of the moisture that produced them.
He was simply glad the cave was large enough to hold his entire body. He moved away from the light and curled up near the back, where the darkness was thickest. Harper climbed down off him and began setting up her own camp. The trunk he’d been filling with herbs also contained camping supplies, so she had everything she needed.
What confused Nemesis was when Persephone and Glaive entered. The silver dragon had returned to her small, near-human form. She skipped happily across the cave floor, then plopped herself down on a rock next to Harper’s campfire.
Glaive shrugged out of a heavy pack and unrolled a bundle of bedding, then the man drove metal spikes into the ground and impaled several haunches over the flames to cook. Nemesis flared his nostrils to take in the scent of the meat, then sighed. There wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy his hunger, and he didn’t need to eat yet anyway.
He watched the humanoid figures out of the corner of his eye, then finally came to a decision. He would remain in his true body for the length of their patrol.
I am not in the mood to have Glaive towering over me.





Chapter 38 
A strange tapping sensation slowly pulled Nemesis from his slumber. 
He woke and felt a presence pressing down on his head. The muted mental pressure informed him it was Persephone. The silver-haired woman stood on his muzzle, just below his left eye. When he cracked his lid, he found her perched on her tip-toes… knocking on the bony ridge that protected his sensitive orb.
He could feel his pupil narrow to a slit as it focused on the pale object right in front of his eyeball. Once she came into focus, it was clear that Persephone was wearing a powder-blue ribbon between her thighs, with a matching wrap across her pale chest… and nothing else.
Once she saw he was awake, she removed a charm bracelet and set it on his scales. Then she pressed her palm to his muzzle. ‘Can you hear me?’ she asked, the slight scrunch to her nose giving away her attempts at telepathy. 
‘Yes, but before you get into whatever you’re so eager to tell me… why are you standing on my head and wearing that?” 
Nemesis couldn’t keep the confusion from his tone, and now that she’d removed the charm, he had a better read on her emotions. Persephone was radiating her own confusion, alongside embarrassment, anticipation, shame… and eagerness. The blended feelings prevented him from getting a solid idea of her motivation.
While he was tempted to simply read her thoughts and cut out the middle-man, he decided to give her a chance to speak her mind first. 
‘Sleeping in clothes is annoying. Bad enough to have to sleep in this form, but while wearing a dress? Forget it. That would be too much—now don’t interrupt again.’ She flicked her head and tossed her long hair back over her shoulder. Nemesis wasn’t sure she realized exactly how much of her body she exposed in doing so… but he also wasn’t inclined to complain.
The silver dragon had stomped her foot when she scolded him, yet now she was the one hesitating.
‘Go on, I’m listening,’ he told her.
For just a second, he thought she was going to stick her tongue out at him. She took a deep breath, which didn’t make sense as she was using telepathy, then she finally began to speak: ‘Glaive is pushing for us to send a missive to the commander of the Praetorians. He insists a dragon of your obvious genius should be fast tracked into service directly to the Immortal. To my frustration, he’s never believed the rumors that Kolos acts to prevent others from approaching his own strength. Much as I value my rider’s wisdom, I know the truth: if you are reassigned to the Praetorians, you will die within the next few years. Unless they can break you of your independence.’
It was like his secondary ice core had suddenly spilled its power into his bloodstream. Nemesis suppressed a shiver at the chill crawling through his body. He ran his eye over her again, instinctively looking for signs of threat. 
Instead of threats, Nemesis saw her nipples tightened to hard points beneath her thin wrap, and the fabric between her thighs was damp enough that there was a shine on the skin around it. His keen sense of smell picked up the scent of an aroused female, though her body language didn’t show any such inclination.
The distraction of her appearance compared to her message helped his mind remain centered. ‘So, you’ve come to tell me that Glaive is arranging that I once more be sent into slavery. A return to the times when my fate was determined by humans with power over me, is that it? Will Harper also be torn from me, or is she expected to live in slavery as well?’
Nemesis growing anger had turned his last question into a mental bellow, actually causing Persephone to flinch and stumble back.  She had taken off the charm that blocked his ability to sense her, which meant her mind was fully open to him
Shock, dismay, guilt—rapidly changing emotions swept through her. Nemesis dove into her memories to see what she was thinking at that moment and was stunned to find a desire to weep… as well as a perverse pride. So much like his mother… was the thought that rang clear in her mind. 
Surprise caused him to flinch back from her surface thoughts, so he toned down the connection until he could barely hear the words she projected at him: ‘I don’t intend to allow Glaive to push for your reassignment. However, we have no choice but to report to the new base commander. The officer will be requesting our presence when they’re settled in. I merely need you to trust me. I have my own reasons to ensure that you’re not hampered. Please believe me… Nemmy.’
If her errant thought about his mother hadn’t shaken his confidence, he might have refused to trust her. But those words of hers echoed in his mind. The black dragon closed his one open eye and spent some time breathing slowly through his nostrils. He needed to let his heart calm and his instincts mellow before he could provide her a genuine answer. 
Persephone paced while waiting for his response, her bare feet slapping against the scales of his muzzle. By rights, it should have been annoying having her walking back and forth across his nose, yet Nemesis didn’t care. He dedicated his entire attention to sensing her feelings and calming his own.
Her feelings continued to waver through negative moods, but gradually he picked up a dominating theme: guilt, self-recrimination, and anxiety—all centered around the future. Lightly skimming her surface thoughts confirmed that she hated the future she was trying to warn him against. 
So much like my mother. That’s what she was thinking. All I remember is the dead black shape in the nesting ground I was stolen from. The huge corpse that the poachers did their best to avoid. I had assumed they’d been the ones to kill her… but that’s stupid. Caleb and Jonas were far too weak to kill a grown dragon. Who actually was my mother?
Nemesis remembered Harper mentioning the origin of the motto Persephone had whispered to him: Hunt, Kill, Dominate—the mantra of Nightshade. A female dragon, a black, powerful enough to challenge Kolos in a full rebellion… and strong enough to escape without dying. 
Could she have lived long enough to lay eggs? Am I Nightshade’s spawn? Is that why Persephone has devoted so much attention to me? Argh. I hate these pointless questions. They don’t matter right now. It all comes down to whether I will trust her to deal with her rider. Yes or no. Time to decide.
Nemesis took a deep breath, then allowed it out in a rumble that caused the entire cavern to vibrate. ‘Alright. I’ll trust you to handle Glaive. But you’re both cramping our ability to cultivate. Without your interference, we might grow beyond what you can imagine. Can you take him to the legion outpost for a time?’
He sensed curiosity burning inside Persephone, but she didn’t give him an answer. Instead, she tapped on his eyelid until he opened it once more. He was once again forced to control the iris of his eye until he’d narrowed his pupil to a slit to focus on her. 
What he found was Persephone leaning toward him with her hands on her hips. She was studying him intently while mana flickered and swirled around her. Tiny threads of light and sound seemed to be dancing across his scales. Nemesis suspected she was using some technique to inspect him more carefully. 
With his vision adjusted to look at details so close to his head, Nemesis couldn’t stop his eye from zooming in on her form. At some point during her pacing, Persephone had displaced one side of her chest wrap. It turned out her nipple was a metallic silver, a hard little bud on a petite mound. He had no idea if he should mention the exposure to her or not. 
Nudity didn’t bother him—though his newfound appreciation for the feminine form made it slightly distracting.
‘You can keep your secrets,’ she finally announced. ‘Glaive and I will go on a patrol with Kaia and Talia after we return to your little roost. Once we’ve done that, we’ll go attend matters at the outpost. The legionnaires will doubtlessly be thankful for a pair of our caliber, and it means we’ll be prepared for the new commander to take over. Whatever it is you’ve been doing as a group, be sure to remain in control of it.’
Her pause made him think she’d said her piece. She ran her hands up her body and fixed her wrap, then brushed all of her hair back behind her shoulders. Yet just when he was about to respond to her, she resumed speaking.
‘Rare cultivation techniques exist, and while they are not forbidden, many are looked upon with mistrust. If you and your lovers have stumbled upon a true path to power, guard it jealously. There are those who have stalled on their path to the heavens, and they will tear you apart for the slightest inkling of a new step. Do not boast of your power. If asked… find a more plausible way to explain how you’ve broken to B-rank so quickly. Now goodnight.’
Without even allowing him a moment to respond, the silver dragon spun and snatched up her bracelet. She slid the charm over her wrist without delay, then skipped to the bedroll Glaive had set out for her. Nemesis blinked a single time, finding that she was somehow curled under her covers snoring like a hog. 
The black dragon was left alone with his thoughts… and his confusion. 
The combined auras of two powerful dragons seemed to discourage any spirit beasts from wandering up the tunnels that led deeper into the mountain. Nemesis sensed a few that hastily turned around once they drew close, so it left him little to do now that he was awake. 
Once Harper awoke and climbed onto his back, he was able to slide out of the cave and retake his place in the sky. Persephone and Glaive were soon gliding above them again. The feeling of being judged was even worse, now that he knew Glaive was measuring him up for some kind of imperial posting.
He used the tightest telepathic link he could manage to fill Harper in on everything he had learned from Persephone. He sent all of the emotions and visual elements he could recall, wanting to give his rider the chance to digest things and look for nuances he might have missed.
Her response, however, wasn’t what he’d expected.
‘Do you think you could bond Persephone to you if Glaive died?’
‘Do I think… what?’ Nemesis asked, shock radiating through him. The land beneath them was empty and dull, without a single sign of the orcs. Conversation was easy, though keeping his thoughts quiet required some focus.
‘You blunted the pain Min feels from losing Artax. Bonding her has helped ease the damage done to her soul. Glaive’s brother turned that soul damage into a technique to grow in power. But from what we were taught, a dragon who loses their partner often withers away until they die of grief. Do you think dual cultivating with Persephone would allow her to survive that?’ 
Nemesis ran his attention over the entrance to a valley as he flew. The shadowy terrain was perfect for darkness mana aligned spirit beasts. Sadly, nothing on the ground stood out to him. When he no longer had an excuse to avoid answering, he cautiously organized his thoughts.
‘I cannot say it is impossible. Talia and I traded mana. I gained a secondary core aligned with flames… while she received some kind of energy that seemed to be the inverse of my poison. I think she even used it to heal some of her own wounds during the battle with the ogres. But Persephone… she’s a dragon of light and sound. Both mana types that cause me extreme discomfort.”
Harper let out a huff of breath and leaned back against one of his spinal ridges. ‘You think you could damage yourself if you cultivated with her?’ she asked. 
‘The death mana from Cambus nearly destroyed my cultivation entirely. Just as bad was the ice mana from whatever that sword saint was. I had to use the acid from Cambus to power a transformation in my core. I poured the ice energy into my water mana… it destabilized my core, and I faced the tribulation after I forced the acid out into another secondary one. If I hadn’t, the acid would have dissolved my poison. I’m not sure I can rebalance everything if her light mana is injected against my darkness.’
Harper remained quiet, taking her time to think while they moved through the air. The valley they flew over had a cluster of spiders, but they were pathetically weak. The next two mountains were split by a deep river. He might have been tempted to explore if Harper hadn’t been on his back. As it was, he didn’t sense any strong minds.
When she finally started sending again, he almost missed a wingbeat in surprise. ‘If you gave Talia the opposite of poison… wouldn’t giving Persephone the opposite of darkness make her incredibly strong? Maybe between dragons, your cultivation is more like purification.’
Nemesis had to breathe deeply to calm his racing heart. Harper’s suggestion resonated with something inside him, yet that didn’t make the situation any less dangerous. 
If Persephone’s light sought purification and pushed whatever darkness she had into me, I’d be stronger too. But that doesn’t make any sense. Talia didn’t give me the opposite of fire—she gave me flame mana. Whatever governs the transfer of mana from core to core is nothing so easily predicted. I can’t shake the idea it would be a gamble.
He then passed those thoughts on to Harper and his rider once again fell silent. During the quiet, Glaive finally signaled that they should head back to their retreat. Nemesis gladly banked and glided through the turn that would take them back toward their home. 
Not wanting to waste their time, he shifted course so they’d be flying over new terrain on the way back. It was a standard Scaleguard tactic… and it annoyed him to realize that Glaive would probably approve of the strategy. 
The black dragon caught himself grinding his jaws hard enough for his fangs to draw blood. He swallowed the coppery taste and muttered a curse when his belly grumbled. He hadn’t even realized he was growing hungry.
That sound drew Harper out of her reverie. 
‘Looks like we’ll need to keep an eye out for something you can eat on the way home. Anything you’re in the mood for?’
It didn’t take Nemesis long to come to a decision. ‘Fish. A nice fat fish would go perfectly right about now. Something thick and juicy.’
Harper laughed. Together, the pair kept their eye out for a lake large enough to shelter something Nemesis could devour. 





The rest of the week passed quickly. Talia’s patrol went without issue, and Glaive soon left to examine the legionnaire’s outpost.  
Their attempts to gain more power through additional cultivation were met with mixed success. Talia, Min, Kaia, and Harper all grew… but Nemesis’ own power didn’t shift a hair from where it had been after his tribulation.
His secondary cores were refined, growing smoother while deepening in capacity, and his control over his mana developed with Talia’s tutelage, yet his power never rose. They discussed it and came to the hypothesis that none of them were strong enough to push more power into his being just yet.
Still, Nemesis would never complain about the attempts, which were both pleasurable and intense. He did find it far easier to control his instincts without the rush of power… that was a relief. He’d entertained the fear that time with his lovers might reduce him to a feral beast. 
None of the others had hit B-rank yet, though the riders came close. Their lack was due to insufficient understanding of their own souls, so they explained to him. Nemesis didn’t quite understand all their talk of the greater understanding and spiritual awareness, but he left them to their meditations. 
In their week of dual cultivating, Talia grew into a mid C-rank dragon. Her power base solidified, and her physical power developed until she was nearly a hundred feet long. Nemesis spent an hour or two contemplating how unfair it was that she surpassed him in size, but got over it. Female dragons were usually larger, and luckily Talia showed no sign of seeking a dominant role in their bonding.
When the missive came that they were expected at the legion outpost, none of them were surprised. Much as Nemesis had hoped they’d have longer… in truth he was shocked they’d gotten the time they had. 
Min and Harper loaded onto his back while Kaia climbed aboard Talia. Neither dragon had a saddle that fit at that point, and both were disgruntled by their partners being without. This gave them an excuse to fly slower, and it was one they abused—Nemesis extended the trip by almost a full day.
“How could it take you so long to answer my summons?” demanded the imperious woman standing before them.
Nemesis studied her. They’d only just landed and she had been waiting for them where the gryphon stables had once been. Nearly seven feet tall, the woman had short-cropped blue hair and skin the color of ivory. Her eyes were black pits, and they gave her face a cruel demeanor. She wore a leather cuirass that molded to her body, though her muscular arms were left bare. The leather straps that formed her skirt didn’t even reach her mid-thigh, and Nemesis noted that she wore sandals that laced to just above her knee. 
She gave off no sense of power at all. Between the lack of aura and her minimal uniform, he’d initially thought she was a common soldier, though he’d taken in the legionnaires’ attitudes and restrained any foolish comments.
The surviving soldiers were terrified of this woman. 
“Are you going to answer me?” she asked. Her imperious voice wasn’t raised, simply commanding.
“I don’t even know who you are,” Nemesis admitted.
As the most powerful member of his group, custom dictated that he do the speaking… though it wasn’t one most dragon-rider pairings observed. Most dragons weren’t quite smart enough for the task. That wasn’t a problem Nemesis suffered.
His reply caused the woman to draw herself up. Where Nemesis had expected blustering rage, he was met with a slight incline of the head. The gesture of respect startled him, though he did his best to avoid showing it.
“I am General Alecto. I have been sent to pacify this region and stamp out any further betrayal on behalf of the empire. My personal unit and I are charged with examining your logs and directing the growth of this base. Now that you are here, we can begin our debriefing.”
Nemesis analyzed what he had been feeling from the general since they met. Her tone had been imperious, yet never emotional. She had treated him with respect, but clearly didn’t feel the need to sugarcoat her goals. Her clothing was minimal, displaying a powerful warrior’s body and just enough armor to cover the bits humans tended to sexualize. 
And all the while, her mood never shifted from a blade-like focus. 
After a moment, he’d decided on his answer to her initial question. “Our explosive growth after the battle with the orcs has caused us to outgrow our saddles. Neither Talia nor I have the appropriate harnesses to ensure our riders remain safe. I decided to fly slow to both minimize chances that someone might fall, and to ensure the area we passed over had remained pacified.”
The woman simply nodded. “I can respect that decision. I will set the leatherworkers to preparing new saddles. One of my retainers is an enchanter, so we will see that those saddles are enchanted to grow with you. I understand you can both assume a companion form?”
When Nemesis nodded, the general snapped her fingers. He almost growled at the act, then realized she was signaling a soldier standing off to the side, not him. That man raced up with several stacks of clothing cradled in his arms.
Harper and the others had dismounted, which meant it was simple enough for Nemesis and Talia to transform. His glare ensured no eyes lingered on Talia, though the gold didn’t seem to care. She simply walked over to the flustered young man and accepted a pair of loose trousers and a short robe to cover herself.
Nemesis joined her and selected a crimson tunic and black pants that pleased his sense of aesthetics. General Alecto waited until they were dressed, then focused her eyes on them. “Please accompany me to the conference chambers so we can discuss where we go from here.”
Once again Nemesis noticed the phrasing was polite, though it wasn’t even remotely a question. It might have been offensive if she had seemed at all arrogant about it. He tentatively reached out telepathically to see if he could skim her surface thoughts, but a glassy barrier rebuffed him.
If the general noticed, she gave no sign.
With a sigh, Nemesis inclined his head and began following her toward the building Jaden had had erected. While they walked, he studied the camp for signs of changes. The broken walls had been repaired, thickened, and made taller. On top of that, crushed buildings had been removed, though many were left as flat lots.
Nemesis saw a number of new formation flags set up around the camp. These were attached to mana collectors, and he saw that each had several types of cores slotted into place. Metal, wood, stone, even flame mana were all being funneled into the inscriptions. Before his eyes the structures were growing more complex… and far stronger.
He had thought the general was coming to the base alone, yet everywhere he looked he saw new soldiers. These men and women were dressed in hardened leathers and carried huge wooden shields. Locked to the inner face of their shields were javelins, while across their backs were longer spears. Many also had a sword or ax at their waist. 
The weakest of these legionnaires was C-rank. 
‘Why,’ he began, connecting his lovers together mentally, ‘are these troops far stronger than the ones Jaden brought? I would wager the men in charge of these groups are equal to Toh.’
‘This is a special unit,’ Kaia answered almost immediately. ‘Jaden’s troops were rank and file, a simple occupation force. This is a mainline combat group. The difference between fodder and fighters. But I have no idea why they’ve been sent here… or how they got here so fast.’
‘Clearly they used a gate spell,’ Min added. She waved her hand in the direction of one of the towers. The metal wires and poles that Jaden and Toh had used to move the legion were once more set up… though Nemesis saw that they currently appeared half melted.
Talia produced a mental hum before she actually spoke up. ‘They must be taking a former Scaleguard prodigy attempt to forge a rival kingdom seriously, though we can’t discount the possibility the group is here to cover up Jaden’s betrayal. We all know the reach of noble families.’
The gold dragon reached out and patted Min on the shoulder. The move suddenly reminded Nemesis that Jaden had been her brother. 
I have to stop thinking of the man as a worthless cull and remember that he did have contacts and connections to people I care about. Min doesn’t seem overly heartbroken that her brother died, but she has mentioned her father will likely cause issues for her… especially now that she doesn’t have Artax.
His teeth ground against each other at the thought that he might have to fight some human noble to keep Min at his side. Harper noticed his mood shift and stepped up to brush her hand down the center of his back. 
‘Nemmy, did you get a read on General Alecto’s thoughts?’  Harper asked, changing the subject away from Min’s family.
Nemesis snorted, then shook his head. ‘No. She’s wearing a different kind of defensive charm than Persephone and Glaive, but it is equally effective in blocking my scans. Her emotions never shifted from whatever she is focusing on… I also can’t sense her cultivation at all.’
‘Powerful,’ Harper said. She took a deep breath and then smiled, choosing to speak out loud for the benefit of the soldiers walking around them: “The camp seems to be coming back together stronger than ever.”
General Alecto glanced back over her shoulder. The tall woman motioned to the headquarters they were approaching. “Yes, this building is still an eyesore, but my goal is to ensure the base itself is secure before I have it remodeled. The repaired walls are adequate for the moment, which means that improving the barracks and workshops is my current priority. We won’t see replacement gryphons for some time, though, as I had their stables removed. You have moved to secondary lairs?”
Nemesis glanced at Talia, and then he turned his focus on Alecto. “We have. After learning there was a traitor, we had concerns about dragon slayers attempting to kill us while we hibernated. For now, no one will know where we are staying.”
Surprisingly, the general nodded. “Wise. I approve. I’ll make the saddles a priority so you can return to the base faster next time you’re summoned.” 
The woman was being reasonable, yet that simply made the tension that Nemesis felt start winding even tighter within him. He’d not seen sign of Persephone or Glaive, which led to him asking after them.
“Our observers from the Scaleguard returned to the outpost a week ago, but I haven’t seen any sign of them yet. Are they on patrol?”
For the first time, General Alecto’s mood shifted. A brief flicker of annoyance rippled through her focus, then it was gone immediately. Nemesis narrowed his crimson eyes as he tried to get more information… sadly her mind had returned to being a vault.
“Persephone and Glaive are waiting for us at the headquarters. They have insisted on taking part in any discussion on how my resources are to be utilized,” the general explained. They had reached the main building while she spoke, and the woman strode in through the door while an underling held it open.
Their arrival in the renovated main floor explained why she was annoyed. 
Persephone appeared to be… redecorating. The tiny dragon skipped around the room with a paint brush and Nemesis blinked at the violently pink embellishments she was adding to Jaden’s engravings. 
Glaive sat in a wooden chair with his arms crossed over his chest. The purple-eyed man showed no sign of doing anything to rein in his dragon. If Nemesis hadn’t seen the gleam from his eyes, he’d have thought the man was asleep.
Making it worse, Persephone didn’t appear to care if a soldier walked in the way of her painting. Several individuals were carrying files around the room with splashes of pink across their armor. One gruff individual even had a stripe of paint across the center of his face.
General Alecto’s eyebrows came together as she stood glaring at Persephone. That flicker of annoyance returned… and intensified. Yet the only thing the general did was take three distinct breaths, then seat herself at a desk.
“Now that the surviving members of the Scaleguard are here, we can begin our briefing,” she announced.
Persephone whirled toward them, sending pink paint flying in an arc across the room. Acting on impulse, Nemesis caught the paint telekinetically and gathered it in a sphere that floated down to plop into Persephone’s bucket. 
While he was doing that, the silver dragon was charging across the room and barreling into his chest. Nemesis grunted when her arms wrapped around him. She caused him to stumble back several steps and the building shook when they impacted the wall. 
“That’s enough, Persephone,” Glaive murmured. The man pushed himself to his feet and approached Alecto’s desk.
Persephone let out a whining sound, though she did release Nemesis and skip over to join her partner at the desk. 
Nemesis rolled his shoulders and twisted his back in an attempt to regain feeling in his torso. Min put a hand to his shoulder, and a pulse of wood mana thrummed through him. ‘Thank you,’ he sent silently. She nodded in response.
Together, the group approached the general’s desk and waited as the woman dismissed her various aides and assistants. The blue-haired commander clasped her hands beneath her chin with elbows resting on the desk, leaned into her fists, and stared at them. The silence extended long enough for Persephone to start twitching, and finally Alecto spoke:
“Alright, let’s begin at your arrival in this area. Please try to remember every detail. I cannot say what may or may not be important, so tell me everything.”
Nemesis managed to choke off his groan. The last thing he wanted to do was recount months of hunting yet again… but he settled in to do his best. Fortunately, they’d taken some time away from their cultivating to review their notes. The debriefing would be time consuming, but he didn’t expect it to be difficult.
Of course, Nemesis had made his assumptions without understanding the general. Alecto, it seemed, had a technique that allowed her to spot numerous kinds of deceptions. Even omissions seemed obvious to her. 
Her polite interrogation resulted in them revealing every aspect of their time at the outpost. Somehow the woman created an aura that prevented them from hiding anything… and Nemesis grew more panicked the longer they spoke.
Once it began, none of them could bring it to a halt.
Alarmingly, Persephone and Glaive appeared just as caught up in the woman’s power. Nemesis listened numbly while Glaive recounted his intention to ship them to the praetorian guards… and Persephone countering with her declaration that would get them killed.
The sun had gone down by the time they’d finished speaking.
Through it all, Alecto had remained focused and stoic. The woman gave no hints of her thoughts. But when the talking was done, she looked over at Persephone with a look of determination on her face.
“It’s time,” the general said.
That was all the warning any of them had before Persephone drove her fist through Glaive’s back and tore his beating heart from his chest.





Nemesis was too stunned to react immediately.  
Min didn’t have that problem. “What the fuck?” she shouted. Vines tore through the stone floor and wrapped her form in bark armor. Beside her, Harper’s body took on the gleam of steel that matched the blade she wrenched off her back.
Kaia and Talia spun back to back and flames roared into life to spiral around them in a shield. Through it all, General Alecto didn’t move in response to the defensive gestures. She nodded to Persephone and the silver dragon pursed her lips and whistled. The strange cascade of notes seemed to be everywhere… and outside the headquarters, all hell broke loose.
Nemesis reached out with his mind and took command of everything his telekinetics could grasp. Alecto’s desk rose into the air… followed by chairs, unattended weapons, even chunks of armor. They began to circle the dragon while he stepped between Persephone and his lovers.
Glaive’s purple eyes had shot open wide enough that the whites were completely visible around his iris. Blood trickled down from his lips, yet such was the power of his cultivation that he hadn’t died immediately. He had time to look down and see Persephone’s small hand holding his heart. His eyes glazed in time with the slowing beats. When Persephone crushed it completely, the man finally collapsed.
She turned slowly to look at Nemesis and her eyes reflected intense pain. A flick of her wrist splashed blood off her fingers and onto the floor. The dragon failed to react when Alecto ducked under the floating desk and came to stand by her;  Alecto rested a hand on Persephone’s shoulder, but her words were for Nemesis.
“I am sure you have questions. You and your lovers are safe. The fighting outside is my personal guard dealing with the remnant of the legion that was originally sent here. My report to the imperial seat will show that a second plot was discovered among the survivors—in the chaos Glaive was killed.”
Persephone’s face was disturbingly blank. She looked tiny next to Alecto, and the impression of a child next to her mother was made worse when Alecto knelt and began to clean Persephone’s hand with a cloth.
Nemesis had been struggling to deal with the chaotic whispering going on between his lovers over his telepathic net. They’d all been firing rapid suggestions on how to fight their way from the base, but the noise gradually calmed as Alecto failed to act with hostility.
‘We need to find out what their intentions are,’ Kaia insisted. With the net stabilizing, her voice came through the clearest.
‘Killing her rider is going to have done soul damage to Persephone. We’ll have to watch her,’ Talia added.
‘Look at her face, she appears dead…’ Harper said. Nemesis wasn’t shocked to find his rider expressing the most sympathy.
Min, meanwhile, had stepped forward and knelt next to Persephone. The blonde carefully reached out and cupped Persephone’s face. “You okay, sweetie?” she asked. The words acted like a trigger. Persephone jerked away from Alecto and immediately threw herself into Min’s arms. The silver dragon sobbed in the arms of the one person in the room most familiar with the pain she was experiencing. 
Nemesis kept his eyes on Alecto. He saw a hint of frustration flash through the eyes of the blue-haired general. He chose to walk forward and let the telekinetic aura around him push everything back, away from Min and her sobbing ward.
“She might never recover from what you made her do,” he said in a voice that was half growl. “What games are you playing at… General?”
Alecto stood, and though she hadn’t resisted being pushed back by his aura, he could tell it was by her own choice. Whatever her cultivation level, she was strong enough to fight against a simple shove.
The woman rolled her shoulders and looked down at Persephone. Her mind was once more hidden behind the focused determination, and her emotions were lacking in guilt or remorse. “It was necessary. If she didn’t sever the bond herself, then her loyalties would have always been conflicted. Now, if she recovers, she can dedicate herself to our cause completely.”
“And what cause is that?” Kaia demanded. 
As if on cue, his lovers moved protectively around Min and Persephone. Nemesis was proud of them, even as he worried about the forces he felt moving outside the headquarters. Alecto’s troops were gathering… and there were more than he’d expected.
“We serve Nightshade, and though she has fallen… we remain loyal. Now, we serve Nightshade’s heir. All hail Nemesis!” Alecto stated. Her focus suddenly felt different to Nemesis… instead of an intense mental discipline, he saw it in a new light. Fanaticism. The woman was a zealot. 
Even while she slammed her fist to her armor over her heart and shouted his praise, he was contemplating whether killing her would be a wise move or not. Similar emotions radiated from everyone but Persephone. His former instructor radiated pain to such a degree he couldn’t imagine it fading any time soon.
“You killed Glaive… and you’re wiping out an imperial legion, all for me? What do you expect me to do? Shall I just declare war on Kolos and the Immortal? Nightshade was S-rank when she fought with Kolos… and she was driven off. If I am her child, then I am a child who gained nothing from his mother except the memory of her corpse in the cave where I hatched.” 
Nemesis felt his frustration and anger rising the longer he spoke. It was one thing to think that Persephone had showed him favoritism because she’d had fond memories of Nightshade—it was another to be dragged into open rebellion against the empire against his will. 
Alecto’s stare didn’t help. If anything, the woman seemed enchanted by his anger. Her professionalism seemed to melt in the face of his chastisement, and she looked as though she were having a holy experience.
“I understand your doubts, but we did not act on a whim. Our agents were meant to collect your egg, but the ones called Jonas and Caleb found the caves first. It was never our intention for you to be raised the way you were. The Order of Nightshade failed you.”
Alecto dropped to one knee and bowed her head. Nemesis blinked and looked at Harper. His rider shook her head, then spoke in the silence of their link: ‘I think we’re dealing with a sect. A group of cultivators must have formed around Nightshade, and when she died they transferred their loyalty to you. Sects can have powerful resources and many individuals who harvest natural treasures… but they always have their own agenda.’
Nemesis bit off a grunt before it escaped him, but he couldn’t soften the glare he was directing at Alecto. A soft hand pressed to the side of his neck as Kaia joined the conversation. ‘Sect elders often provide wisdom and cultivation techniques so their juniors develop along a path that fits their ethos. We don’t know what expectations this group might have for us, but if Nightshade had a true sect following her, that might explain why the empire banned most records concerning her.’
‘I say we go with them and make them our vassals.’ Talia’s interjection caused a ripple of shock to pass through Harper and Kaia, yet Nemesis understood her thoughts. The gold dragon continued: ‘Nightshade reached S-rank. If the sect supported her in that rise, then they might be able to push Nemesis higher as well… and the higher he grows, the higher we can go. Nightshade might have lost, but she was alone. Nemesis has us. As long as we’re together, we can triumph.’
That simple statement helped center Nemesis. He closed his eyes for a moment, just long enough to take a few deep breaths. When he opened them once more, he was ready to deal with Alecto. 
“I am not Nightshade,” he began. The woman actually flinched at the statement. “However, I have no love for the empire. They seek to reduce dragons to beasts of burden, breeding each generation dumber than the last. While I am not strong enough to face Kolos yet, I am not opposed to partnering with those who call him enemy. But I will not be used as a puppet for a group of elders seeking a figurehead.”
Alecto lifted her head to stare at him. “Never. The Order of Nightshade is dedicated to her teachings. We grow by hunting, by fighting… and it is the Order’s divine mandate to dominate wherever we plant our flag.”
Hunt. Kill. Dominate.
The simple words that Persephone had offered him. Words he had lived by since he left Fort Talon… and apparently words that this sect lived by as well. Nemesis let the objects he had been holding in the air fall to the floor. He sensed that Min had gotten Persephone onto her feet behind him, but he didn’t take his eyes away from the general.
“If you, or anyone in your sect, think to dominate me… then know that I will leave the ground a toxic ruin beneath my wings. I will also not tolerate any disrespect toward my mates… and that includes Persephone. Your Order of the Nightshade shall consider them just as valuable as I, and if you cannot guarantee that, then I will take them all now and we’ll vanish into the wilderness where you can’t find us.”
Persephone’s emotions shifted. Through her pain came confusion, hope, despair… and rage. She was a dragon, and Nemesis assumed she wasn’t at all happy at the thought of being claimed without her approval. It was the wash of emotions that made him realize that she must not be wearing the charm that blocked his psionics.
‘You are free to be your own dragon, but these people clearly care nothing for you. I know you are strong enough to handle yourself…’ he paused and almost stopped there, then he took the plunge, ‘But I care too much about you to allow some sect of dragon worshipers to turn you into a source of bloodlines or use you as a weapon.’ 
His mental message soothed some of her anger, though her confusion deepened. She didn’t try to push a message through to him. A second later, he felt small hands clasp the back of his shirt and a head press against the back of his neck. Given Persephone was the only person in the room shorter than he was, he didn’t need his gifts to tell him who had taken shelter in his shadow. 
Alecto had continued staring at him, and if he hadn’t been surrounded by his lovers he might have been unnerved. The woman’s zealous dedication hadn’t flickered while he dictated his terms, and her eyes had a mania that he found disquieting. He’d expected some kind of pushback or argument; instead she’d simply inclined her head.
“The word of the divine dragon is law. Shall we begin preparing for our journey to the sect? My experts will soon have everything in place to leave this outpost perfectly set to support our cover story. We cannot claim that Persephone died, as the Scaleguard would want her core, however it isn’t uncommon for dragons who have lost their partners to fly off. No one will question if she doesn’t return to the empire.”
Nemesis felt one of his eyelids twitching. He lifted his hand and rubbed his fingers against the offending lid. “Where exactly are you planning we go… and who is delivering this report?”
Alecto flushed. Nemesis hadn’t realized she was capable of feeling embarrassed. “Apologies for my lack of clarity. I will be in the empire making my report. They believe I came here without backup. My personal unit will deliver you to where the Order can find you. I often send them on extended missions, so no one will question that they aren’t currently at my compound.”
“Won’t the empire interrogate you?” asked Kaia. 
Nemesis was glad for Kaia stepping in; the general’s self-assurance was starting to bother him.
Alecto shook her head. “They believe me incapable of decision. I am at the peak of A-rank, and my concept centers around aspects of Truth. They have made the assumption that that means I am required to always speak thus.”
It was Harper’s turn to toss out a question. “If you’re not, how do we know we can trust you?”
Alecto slammed her hand to her chest once more. “Because my concept is Self-Truth, and my truth is my loyalty to the Order of Nightshade. Nightshade saved my village when I was a child. She nurtured us, taught us to hunt and grow. I have no illusions about who I am. Fanatic, zealot, slave… I have given everything I am to be devoted to Nightshade, and that includes ensuring her child can continue what she started. My soul mana forces others to be honest around me—I am not obligated to correct their foolish assumptions.”
Nemesis shifted his hand from his eyelid to his forehead. He rubbed his temple slowly as he contemplated the bizarre manners in which humanoids cultivated. All this personal enlightenment stuff sounded exhausting. He took several seconds to consider what he’d been told.
“You’re saying your entire cultivation is centered around being my mother’s slave… and now mine?” When she nodded, he continued, “Basically, you’re saying you’ll do whatever I say and never second guess or hesitate in my commands?”
She continued nodding, without a single ripple in her emotions to imply she was lying. Faint undercurrents of amusement and perverse curiosity rippled out from his companions, but Nemesis resolutely did his best to ignore those… for now. 
He had no interest in the woman romantically, but if it made one of his partners happy to see her act in some manner or other, he might indulge them.
“Very well. Draw up a detailed map of where you want us to meet your troops. I have things to gather from my lair before I will be ready to depart; I expect you to do your best to ensure the empire forgets I exist until I am ready to face them.”
Alecto bowed and immediately leaped into action. She pulled the chair back to her desk and started rummaging for paper. Nemesis put her out of his mind and turned to his lovers, linking Persephone into the conversation.
‘It would seem that we are about to embark upon a new path. My tribulation made it clear that I can rise high enough to challenge the gods… and it also implied I can bring you with me. I do not know what the future brings, but I know we can face it together. If you stay by my side, I shall see you all join me in the divine realms.’
Their smiles told him all he needed to know.
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