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What Came Before


Nemesis: A lone egg hatched in a cavern beside a dead dragon. That hatchling was stolen by a pair of poachers who planned to sell him. They tasked a young slave girl to tend that dragon, and in doing so allowed Nemesis to bond with the girl, Harper. The pair killed the poachers and escaped.

Nemesis and Harper chose to leave the town they’d been held captive in and head toward Fort Talon, a kingdom-run training base for the Scaleguard. The kingdom is part of the Immortal’s Empire, and the Scaleguard are used to exterminate enemies of the Immortal.

On their way to Fort Talon, the pair ran into a group of nobles and their bonded dragons: siblings Min and Jaden, and a wealthy merchant’s daughter named Kaia. The group’s dragons were Artax, Cambus, and Talia. Jaden’s ego immediately struck sparks with Harper, and Nemesis killed the man’s servant when the dwarf attempted to touch his partner.

After setting aside the misunderstanding, the group journeyed to Fort Talon and were all accepted into the Scaleguard. There, they began their training, which would go on for over a decade under the watchful eyes of the instructors Glaive and Persephone. But when that training came to an end, the group was sent to a distant mountain range to clear out wild spirit beasts so the empire could expand in that direction.

Clearing the forest and mountains came with many dangers, including battling an evolved crocodile, but no danger was as sharp as the discovery that an entire army of goblinoids was making its way toward the Empire.

Siege: Preparing for an invasion of goblins, orcs, and their monstrous servants, Nemesis and his partners were forced to constantly push outward from their outpost. After a battle with a wild monkey king, Nemesis finally broke into C-rank and discovered a new way to gain power.

Once Nemesis reached C-rank, he discovered that there was more to be gained from intimate time with Min and Harper. The dragon had found the key to dual cultivating with his partners, and through that method they were all able to grow significantly. What was once simply pleasure became a path to power.

Unfortunately, their time for uninterrupted growth came to an end when Jaden, Cambus, and the Imperial Legion arrived to take command of the base they’d been establishing. Jaden proved he was the same impetuous fool he had been in training, so the group decided to hide their new technique to keep the power for themselves.

This mistrust out to be the right call, as the base fell under siege by the enemy army, and soon after they discovered that the entire mess was caused by Jaden’s craven attempts to manipulate his way into a higher rank of nobility. The young master died pathetically, and Nemesis devoured Cambus’ core to aid in his own growth.

The battle that followed was a chaotic melee of swords, spells, techniques, and the terror of a dragon who refused to hold back. By the time the smoke cleared, many of Jaden’s followers had died. Tragically, Artax, Min’s partner, did not live to see the final battle, but Nemesis discovered a way to bond Min to himself to ensure she didn’t fall into the fatal despair so common to riders who lost their partners.

If defeating the orcs wasn’t chaotic enough, however, the sudden arrival of Persephone and Glaive to ‘evaluate’ their performance threw the entire situation into confusion. The group retreated to a secondary base they recreated deep in the mountains in an attempt to cultivate and grow in power. Even that didn’t stop Persephone from tracking them down and offering her own advice for them.

But none of them were ready for what happened when General Alecto explained the futures laid out for them by the Empire. Nemesis and Harper were to be sent to the capital for training under the Immortal’s top forces… a training regime that would either break the dragon mentally or kill him.

To his surprise, Alecto and Persephone revealed their loyalty to a different faction and Nemesis was invited to flee to the Sect founded by his late mother.

Sect: What at first sounded like a way to escape their struggles soon proved to be a prison. Worse, it was a boring prison. The Order of Nightshade proved to be a collection of powerful figures who wanted nothing more than to maintain their status quo so they could continue growing powerful on the backs of their sect members.

They pushed Nemesis to remain in his cave and flattered his ego with promises of power and growth, all while stifling his development by refusing to allow him to hunt. He did his best to ignore the situation, since he believed it would improve the cultivation of his partners. Then, when he realized that his lovers weren’t being allowed to grow at all, Nemesis took matters into his own claws.

While he considered attempting to play politics in the human style, Nemesis ultimately decided to do what he did best: he killed his opponents on the council and used their power to fuel his own growth. The first kill was stealthy, but the rest devolved into a series of battles that rocked the entire sect to its foundations.

In between eliminating his foes, Nemesis drew Persephone out of the despair that had been holding her prisoner and gave her a reason to live. He also befriended a young orphan named Joat and decided to take her as a ward to make his egg-crazy mates happy. With a few other allies, Nemesis flattened all the challengers who stood before him.

He also rose in power at a phenomenal pace.

Nemesis proved his growth potential truly was unlimited. He and his lovers defeated an S-rank sloth that had been steadily making its way toward the sect. Doing so triggered a brutal tribulation that saw Nemesis challenging the powers of the heavens themselves. His transformation into an A-rank dragon did not, however, go unnoticed.

The winds of fate carried whispers of his growth to all the world… including the throne of the Immortal.


Prologue


In the weeks following the death of the Council members, the Order of Nightshade settled beneath Nemesis’ rule without much fuss. At least, that was Nemesis’ perception of things. With General Alecto and Po Ri hunting down those who would betray him and ensuring they couldn’t cause him future problems, the dragon had plenty of time to focus on the important things.

Things like cultivating with his lovers or helping Joat advance along her own path of cultivation. Harper and Persephone put their foot down on his suggestion that they simply feed Joat as much mana-rich food as her body could handle.

He’d let most of their criticisms of that plan wash over him without paying attention at first, but he had heard them when they’d gone on about the risks of her exploding or burning out her cultivation base before it could truly settle.

Similarly, Min and Kaia had refused to allow him to simply take her into the forest to battle the most powerful monsters he could find. Something about the child having to learn proper combat techniques.

While Talia sympathized with him on how fragile humanoid children were, and Persephone acknowledged it was coddling the child, everyone was insistent that he allow the girl to grow in the human style of cultivation.

Nemesis thought the entire thing was incredibly boring.

Joat, it turned out, agreed.

That was why they snuck off regularly to hunt weak spirit beasts. It was good practice for him because he had to keep his mana tightly contained within his cores to avoid scaring the creatures away, and it was good for Joat because he taught her the principles of stealth… and how to appreciate the world as a dragon should.

Harper yelled at him for it each time she found out, but Joat kept telling him he was the best father ever, which was what mattered.

The girl took to the spear like she was born for it, and while her cultivation base wasn’t the same as Min’s, the two regularly sparred. Joat’s affinities leaned toward darkness and light—which was puzzling, since those were normally elements that canceled each other. Yet in the girl they flowed in opposing harmonies that gave her a surprisingly powerful foundation.

When Nemesis didn’t have time to act as an adoptive father, which was often, Joat stayed with the tailor family, the Gracewinds. General Alecto oversaw her training on a day-to-day basis and said that girl would go far. After all, Nemesis wanted to ensure she had a solid foundation in the human methods of cultivation on top of what he taught her..

He and the others spent a great deal of time cultivating with each other, and that helped them all balance out their power levels. One by one, the others faced their own A-rank tribulations.

Nemesis loathed having to sit back and allow the others to battle the heavens without him, yet he knew each person had to overcome their tribulations to form the spark of their immortal souls properly. Without that battle, their spirits would be too weak to develop into true divine beings.

Persephone had gone through her own Tribulation long ago, which left her at Nemesis’ side while they tried to help the others recover from their ordeals. Harper had been the first to go through it. The earth and metal mana she cultivated gave her incredible survivability, and that had proved necessary as the heavens had blasted her relentlessly for nearly a week before she came out the other side.

Weak as a kitten, Harper was nevertheless triumphant, and she had gone into seclusion to consolidate her growth deep within the floating mountain the sect called home.

Kaia had come next, though she wasn’t alone; Talia’s own tribulation had triggered at the same time, and if the pair hadn’t been hunting in the lava fields they might have burned down the entire sect. It took them twelve days to emerge from under the storm of heavenly might, and by the time their tribulation ended, there were no longer islands among the lava, just slag and molted stone.

But that proved to be the perfect environment to help them rejuvenate, and Nemesis had been forced to accept that each of his partners would spend time surrounded by their preferred elements after they defeated their challenges.

Min’s tribulation had proven almost anticlimactic. The woman’s ordeal had lasted less than three days, and once it had finished she’d simply taken a week to rest at the bottom of a lake that sat in the middle of one of the forests growing along the mountain’s side. When she’d finally come out of the trance she’d entered, she’d said that the pain she’d overcome in surviving Artax’ passing had tempered her soul and allowed her to deal with heaven’s wrath.

Nemesis wasn’t sure why she seemed to give him the credit for that victory, but he accepted it as his due. He was sure he was magnificent on a number of levels he wasn’t aware of, so he had long grasped it was better not to question it when people chose to praise his greatness.

This path of greatness didn’t come quickly. No, it took months. But months of dual cultivation, monster devouring, and letting his servants run the sect were months well spent to Nemesis’ way of thinking.

However, he wasn’t the only one busy during those months.

Far away from the floating mountain of the Order of Nightshade, other forces had begun to move. While Nemesis allowed life in the sect to settle itself along a proper path, the Immortal sent his scouts out hunting to find the source of draconic power that had intruded on his peace… and the draconic burst of power that had escaped when Talia defeated her own tribulation gave them a second mana track to follow.

It took time for the gryphon riders to draw closer to the sect. The mystical fog bank that concealed the floating mountain stymied them from finding the sect itself, but it gave them a general area to focus their search on.

That was enough for the Immortal.

He ordered his armies to go forth and carve a path to the dragons who had dared to rise in power without his approval. And while Nemesis and Joat played in the forest, soldiers of the empire cut down trees, paved roads, and burned their way through mountains.

The invasion moved slowly, but it came with the relentless force of a boulder rolling downhill. Legions advanced to replace the losses the army took to wild spirit beasts, and the vanguard became stronger after each clash with monsters.

The Immortal had long planned for his troops to grow in power in the field. Special formations were placed to allow them to go through their own tribulations. The excess energy was transferred into the soldiers around them, and as a whole they advanced their cultivation while marching forward.

In that way, the empire lost nothing by pausing each time their troops broke through to a higher rank. Their pace was slow, but it gained a qualitative edge the further they advanced. When the elites at the head of the army reached the fog barrier, they paused to allow their reinforcements to catch up to them.

It had taken them nearly a year to reach that point, and though they were sure their enemies had grown, they were confident in their own strength.

The legionnaires had gryphons flying over their forces in a mighty display of imperial cavalry, and they had trained numerous spirit beasts that they’d captured along their path. The entire force was a monstrous thing, and they had a single mission. Find the dragons that might one day challenge Kolos and kill them.

Not that Nemesis and the Council were blind to the dangers of the outside world.

A great deal of Nemesis’ time had been spent dealing with the loyalists belonging to the former Council. They had refused to accept Nemesis’ ascension to power, and that demanded a response.

While dealing with those stubborn holdouts, Nemesis had put the security of the sect into Alecto’s hands. With an internal security matter to resolve, the general had chosen to send a few units out to survey the land surrounding the sect. The highly skilled, but small, units disappeared along one edge of the sect’s lands, never to be heard from again.

So Alecto sent a new, stronger unit to track down the ones she’d lost.

Her determination to avoid weakening the internal security of the sect had resulted in an external threat gaining an edge over them. By the time Alecto brought the loss of her second reconnaissance group to Nemesis, the army was practically at their doorstep.

The Order of Nightshade found an army at their doorstep, and while the mists were in their favor, it was not a perfect defense. Nemesis, however, had no intention of allowing himself to be surrounded and besieged once more.

He ordered the sect to prepare for what he now knew was inevitable.

He ordered them to war.


Chapter One


“Maybe I should eat her,” Nemesis grumbled. “Not noticing an entire army marching on the sect seems like a huge mistake. That should be dealt with, right? Eating her seems like a good way to make it clear I don’t approve.”

The black dragon was curled around a pile of coins and gemstones that filled the bottom of the obsidian bubble shaped like a bowl. Nemesis kept his wings folded tight against his ribs and his long tail ran around the outside curve of the hoard. He couldn’t keep his tail as close to his head as he used to, because he’d grown a series of spikes along the tip that jabbed him in the muzzle if he wasn’t cautious.

“Oh stop,” Harper said. She banged an elbow against one of the thick scales of his foreleg. “You know Alecto is firmly in your camp. I can’t imagine she isn’t beating herself up for this.”

Having draped herself along his left front leg, Harper was reclining on her back and had one foot pressed against his scales, rubbing it softly with her callused sole. Nemesis had noticed she’d gotten much tougher since she’d undergone her A-rank tribulation. She’d said something about having completed her elemental body, but he hadn’t paid much attention to the specifics after confirming she was still soft in all the right places.

“Besides,” Harper continued, “if you eat her, then you have to do all the paperwork involved with running the sect. Don’t think for a minute any of us will do it for you.”

Letting out a groan, Nemesis rested his chin on his clawed foot and dug his talons through the treasure to send it jingling around. “I can’t just ignore the fact that they allowed a threat to the sect to get that close without seeing it coming! There has to be some kind of response that makes it clear I’m displeased. Otherwise, they’ll think there are no consequences for failure.”

He felt Harper shifting and turned his head so he could watch her out of his peripheral vision. If not for a dragon’s ability to see things that were incredibly close to their eyes, he wouldn’t have been able to make her out at all.

Fortunately, I am a superior being and have no problems with my vision, he thought smugly.

Harper had rolled onto her side and propped her head up on the palm of her hand. Her other hand was stroking his scale enticingly. Nemesis had interacted with humans enough to grasp that she was likely hoping to put him in a good mood before she suggested something he wouldn’t like.

Her being nude with her long hair pulled into a tight braid so it didn’t hide her body was distracting in and of itself. The affectionate look on her face told him everything he needed to know.

She’s definitely about to sweet talk me, he concluded.

“Nemmy,” she said, her voice light and gentle, “we’ve talked about how it’s better to rule through respect instead of fear…”

The dragon let out a low groan and closed his eye so he wasn’t looking at her. “I know, I know,” he muttered—if one could call a rumble that caused the entire stone chamber they were lying in to be a mutter. “But where is their self-respect if they allow such a threat to encroach upon their homes?”

A smack sounded as she slapped his forearm. “That’s it!” His eye shot up, surprised by the fact she actually sounded pleased. “That’s the tone you take with them. You don’t show that you’re angry. No. You make it clear you’re disappointed in them. Talk to them like you’re a parent who expected them to solve their own problems and now you’re sad you have to step in.”

Confused, Nemesis blinked twice, then the scales around his eyes tightened while he tried to decipher what good her suggestion would do. “I don’t get it. Why would they care if I’m disappointed in them? At least, aside from personal shame of having failed a creature as great as I am.”

A look momentarily crossed Harper’s face. He’d seen it so many times before that he knew exactly what it was. He’d said something that made her want to laugh… but he had no idea what it was. He let that go, however, and focused on the problem at hand. Because she had begun to shake her head.

“It’s about ego and pride,” she said. “Cultivators are all striving to be the best. Every one of them wants to achieve godhood on their own. The people in charge of the sect are vain. If you make it clear that you feel they failed, the damage to their own vanity will punish them better than you ever could. It will push them to make up for their mistakes.”

Shifting his other paw, Nemesis brought a claw to his jawbone and carefully scratched the edges of one of his scales. The dark plate was loose from his recent growth spurt and itched.

That makes sense. If I pitch it right, they’ll even come up with the ideas on how to overcome these obstacles themselves so I won’t have to do the work. Which is a win-win for me. They understand what pathetic mortals they are… and I get to continue focusing on growing my power

The scale came free and dropped among the coins with a thud that preceded the tinkle of hundreds of coins cascading away from him. Given that single scale was large enough for a human to use as a kite shield, Nemesis wasn’t surprised.

“Oh that feels better,” he groaned. His claw carefully scratched the spot and he could already tell the new scale was hardening to fill the void. He turned his attention back to Harper, and his upper lip peeled back to reveal his huge fangs in a smile. “Your plan makes sense.”

Harper flashed him a bright smile in return. “I’m glad you think so. Shall we go talk to the council?” She ignored his groan of distaste, waiting until he stopped to go on. “I know Alecto wants to see you… and I am sure Joat would welcome a visit too.”

“That’s cheating,” he complained. “Joat is adorable.”

Harper just giggled, and then flipped herself up to her feet. It took little effort for her to jump from his foreleg to his head. He felt her sit down on top of his skull and he had to resist the urge to tell her to strap into his saddle. He didn’t have a saddle that fit him anymore, and Harper had long reached the point where she could control her movements perfectly.

Old habits die hard, he mused. I don’t like having to accept that my rider is powerful in her own right… even if I’m proud of her. Pushing aside his mental complaints, Nemesis shoved down and rose to his feet. The sounds of falling coins filled the cave and then faded a few seconds later.

He made sure to gather all the treasure into his ring so none of it was left lying around. A few slaps of his paws against his underbelly caused the last few pieces to fall out of the cracks between his scales and allowed him to reclaim them. Then he launched himself up and spread his wings.

Flying out of his hidden lair and down the side of the mountain gave Nemesis time to think, so he let his mind wander while he glided in circles around the mountain. A-rank cultivators. Harper, Min, Kaia… they’re strong enough that they could defeat an A-rank dragon if they worked together. Well, a normal A-rank dragon.

Nemesis didn’t think for a moment that the three of them could defeat him. But he understood that his own development had fallen far outside the norms for a dragon. The three of them could probably stand up to Talia or Persephone, but…

I have five A-rank cores inside me, he thought. It’s taken a while to get them all balanced, but now they’re all as powerful as my original. If I didn’t specifically know which core had come first, I wouldn’t be able to tell at this point.

He briefly looked inside himself. Dominating his soul was the black egg which housed his growing soul. Orbiting around that dark shape were his cores: flame, ice, lightning, acid, and poison. Strange I no longer have a core dedicated specifically to darkness, but I suppose it does infuse my entire body. It also comprises the shell that holds my soul. I don’t think that counts as a core.

He sensed that he could draw energy from that inky shell, but doing so would harm the soul growing within. It wasn’t a risk he was willing to take. He wanted that budding divine soul to remain as powerful as possible before he let it burst free to reform his entire body.

Thick streams of energy flowed from all five of his cores into that egg, and he knew his soul was being nourished by each and every one of them. Whatever he became when he reached S-rank would be based on how well he could keep those powers balanced.

Curious to see exactly how he’d grown over the last few months, Nemesis pulled up the scores on his Scaleguard crystal:

Nemesis: current rank, A5. Potential Rank, Limitless

Breakdown of current ratings.

Mental A4

Lethality A5

Defensive A6

Physicality A6

Magic A4

Classification: Demigod. Subclassification: Prismatic.

Still where I was three months ago, he thought grumpily. Letting out a grunt, he pushed the scores outward into Harper’s mind.

‘You’ve come a long way!’ she sent through their bond. ‘Are you still brooding over that we can’t seem to progress further through dual cultivation?’

Nemesis blew smoke out of his nostrils. The black clouds wafted past him while he banked to begin his descent toward the city below. ‘No. I’ve never brooded, thank you very much. I was simply checking to see my progress. If we’re going to fight a war against the army hunting us, I want to make sure I’m in top form.’

Harper’s mental laugh was like silver bells chiming in his mind. ‘Sure you were,’ she teased. ‘Though you’re right, an army that fought its way here from the Empire is going to have some powerful fighters. Much as I don’t like you eating people, those cultivators will be a good source of strength for you.’

Nemesis carefully swallowed to ensure he didn’t drool at the thought. He didn’t want to offend Harper after she’d made the concession—eating them was good for him. It wasn’t like he didn’t understand her perspective… but eating the fallen was a very draconic trait. He knew full well that if he died, Talia and Persephone would consume his body to grow their own power.

And he’d do the same to them. It was the way of the world.

‘Any last-minute advice on how to handle the failures I’m about to talk to?’ he asked. He didn’t actually expect Harper to have anything to add. She was generally good about giving him suggestions and then letting him take his own approach.

‘Remember. You’re disappointed in them. They failed you. They failed the sect. They failed themselves. Rub their noses in it, but make sure to keep your temper in check.’ She pushed the mental image of someone rubbing a puppy’s nose in a puddle of pee at him and he laughed so hard he missed a wing beat and almost fell out of the sky.

The thunderous noise of his laughter boomed out over the city, and a moment later he saw people casting their gazes up at him. Nemesis drew in a fast breath, and then let out a deep roar that saw flames billowing out over in a crimson torrent that momentarily changed the color of the sky.

He found it was a remarkably good way to ensure that his ‘advisors’ were there waiting for him when he landed near the new council hall.

Before his claws touched down on the repaired cobblestone road, he saw Alecto and Po Ri emerging from the building. Like its predecessor, this tower had been carved into the face of the cliffs. Unlike the other, however, it didn’t steal the ambient mana from the city and funnel it into the councilors.

Nemesis had taken a dim view on how some of the previous leaders had propped their cultivation up through artificial means. The creed Nightshade had lived by was Hunt. Kill. Dominate. Somehow, Nemesis didn’t think that living at the top of a crafting tower or temple and funneling the mana from followers into yourself while you did nothing fit that creed.

Now councilors had to go out and earn their mana just like everyone else.

He knew it didn’t make him popular with those who wanted to sit back and lord their might over ‘lessers,’ but he didn’t care. They were all beneath him anyway. To remind them of his position over them in that moment, he flexed his cores and allowed his other four heads to materialize. Spreading out like the tail of a peacock, the five disparate heads loomed over the cultivators below.

“I find myself… disappointed… by the failures of this sect,” he rumbled out in a voice multiplied by five. “I trusted my people to all of you. I counted on you all to keep us safe. You were to work together and ensure we could continue to grow and prosper. Yet now I find that an enemy has crept to the borders of our lands. Can I truly not rely on my most-powerful cultivators to preserve the glory of this sect?”

Nemesis did his best to pitch his voice toward sadness. In fact, he tried using the same tone Harper had used on him when he’d ruined one of her favorite jackets as a hatchling. It seemed to be working too. He saw Alecto’s face crumple like she might cry; Po Ri dropped to his knees while steepling his hands before his face and putting his head to the ground.

He’d never bothered to learn the names of the other councilors, but he’d made sure to study their faces. They were all younger men… and handsome. Taking a second to analyze their emotions and the way they were standing, he sent a message to Harper: ‘Did Alecto turn the council into her own harem?’

He felt Harper shifting on his head. She was silent for a moment, then her giggling passed through the bond. ‘So that’s what she meant when she said she was taking her leadership example from you…’

‘Wait, what? What does that mean?’ Nemesis demanded.

Harper let out a muffled noise, and he strongly suspected she was fighting back the urge to laugh out loud. ‘Nemmy… your entire inner circle is made up of women you’re sleeping with. By rights, you should view Talia and Persephone as rivals. Instead, you declared them your mates and killed anyone who crossed them.’

He was about to protest that he’d never slept with Alecto, but after a moment he was forced to acknowledge that she wasn’t part of his inner circle. Anyone who thought she would be part of his harem would need to be eaten, and then shat out immediately for fear they’d taint his soul.

The black-dragon head huffed. The others shifted until one was looming over each of the councilors. Nemesis focused his central head on Alecto. ‘I suppose there is some truth to that,’ he muttered mentally, while out loud he said, “Alecto, tell me my brave council has a plan for how to deal with the army on our doorstep.”

Alecto looked up at him and clasped her fists together before her chest, then she bowe until her head brushed the ground. On rising, she offered him a slow nod. “We have, Patriarch. Please come inside and we shall go over the agenda.”

“Very well,” he growled. Harper leaped free of his head and his own body began shrinking down until he’d taken his elven form. Then he swept a robe from his ring around himself.

Together, they went inside to prepare for war.


Chapter Two


No matter how many he’d sat through, meetings never grew less boring.

“… the standard protocol was of course followed, and a team of seven was sent to investigate the shifts in ambient mana that disturbed the edges of the mist barrier…” the redhaired man was mumbling.

Nemesis had his palm pressed against his cheek and was doing his best to remain awake while one of the councilors droned on about force imbalances and the dangers of losing more scouts. They’d been talking for nearly thirty minutes already about the first two teams that had been lost.

The first group had been a relatively inexperienced group of cultivators who were meant to patrol the edges of the mists and watch for beasts that might be approaching the sect. It was considered a safe job, as the mist barrier was deeply disorienting to those without the proper tokens.

Losing a team like that wasn’t unheard of. Po Ri had explained that the standard response to a loss was to send a squad of the sect’s more-powerful warriors with an experienced woodsman. Those teams were the monster hunters seeking to raise their position within the sect by earning more contribution points.

The sect had done so because generally the woodsman ensured those warriors didn’t get lost or wander into an environmental hazard. Yet the monster hunters had disappeared just like the first group.

While teams like that lost their more-impetuous members often, they rarely vanished. That had spurred Alecto to send a team from her personal forces along with three experienced trackers… and that was the group that found the army on their doorstep.

A tap of his finger against the surface sent out a sharp clack, breaking the monotonous drone of pointless information. Several of the councilors jumped in surprise at the sudden interruption, but it had effectively gotten everyone’s attention except the man who had been going on and on.

“Enough,” he said in a tone that finally silenced the droning man. “I am not questioning your methods of scouting the borders, though I do expect protocols to be tightened so that this can’t happen again. What I want to know now is, how powerful is the group outside the mists and how long will it take them to reach us?”

The councilors shifted, and one by one they turned to Alecto. The blue-haired warrior cleared her throat. “Patriarch,” she began. Unlike the others, Alecto didn’t sound anxious or bored—she held her bearing as a soldier. “We have at least two full legions from the Empire outside. One of which, the vanguard, is comprised of powerful cultivators, many of whom we suspect have experienced recent tribulations. They are reinforced by at least one full unit of gryphon riders, and they have a number of tamed beasts in their train as well. We think the total number is around five thousand.”

Nemesis admired how she didn’t flinch in delivering the news. He glanced at Po Ri. “And how does that compare to our own forces?” he asked quietly. Po Ri had been placed in charge of the training fields, where his expertise with the blade had earned him the respect of the sect’s warriors.

Po Ri brushed a strand of hair back from his face and straightened, squaring his shoulders and looking directly into Nemesis’ eyes. “In terms of total manpower, we outnumber them. We currently have over six thousand people working to gain membership to the sect. Another thousand are blooded cultivators. Lastly, Alecto’s personal guard numbers nearly two hundred. The problem is—”

“Quality,” Harper interrupted. “If even half of their vanguard have broken through to A-rank, then their troops are significantly more powerful. How many A-rank warriors does the sect have?” She had been mostly silent during the meeting, but Nemesis was sure she’d listened more closely to everything than he had. She’d always been a better student.

“Less than a hundred,” the man answered instantly. Po Ri’s expression remained resolute, and Nemesis gave him some credit for that. He also didn’t consult any papers that the dragon could see. He seemed to know the number off the top of his head.

“Does that include myself and my circle?” Nemesis asked.

When Po Ri shook his head, Nemesis nodded. “No, Patriarch, nor does it include anyone on this council or the Masters in seclusion.”

“How many of those do we have?” Harper asked.

“Around twenty,” Alecto said, rejoining the conversation. “Half of them would be useful in a battle, though the rest aren’t suitable for the kind of combat we’re looking at. No one who makes the rank of Master is weak… but.” She paused, and instead of letting her finish, Nemesis held up a hand.

“But a rabbit is not a wolf,” he concluded. “I understand. If you include myself, Talia, and Persephone into your calculations, can we defeat the legions?”

Alecto shifted and steepled her fingers. Nemesis could feel the intensity of her thoughts, so he chose not to interrupt her. She leaned her head forward until she’d begun tapping her lips with her upraised digits. He didn’t delude himself into thinking that he could match her military experience; the woman had been a soldier longer than he had been alive.

Some of the councilors shifted, uncomfortable in the silence, but a glance from Po Ri settled them. Nemesis decided to take the time to study the prospective Sword Saint. The man’s cultivation had grown massively over the last several months. The cracks in his foundation had been repaired… and his self-confidence had clearly risen.

Nemesis also noticed a subtle connection between Po Ri and Alecto. The pair shifted in response to each other in a way that hinted at an intimate familiarity. Raising an eyebrow, Nemesis studied the two more carefully.

Strange. I thought he was interested in that goat-girl for the Gracewinds. Didn’t he ask her to marry him? Nemesis reached out with his mind to tap Harper’s consciousness. ‘What happened between Po Ri and the Gracewinds girl?’

‘You’re asking about this now?’ Harper exclaimed with surprising mental volume.

‘Alecto looks like she’ll be thinking for a while and I’m bored. So yes. What, don’t you know?’

‘Of course I know!’

‘Then what happened?’ he asked in exasperation. To his surprise, Harper experienced a flash of mild embarrassment. Nemesis was momentarily confused—until he realized it was some kind of secondhand embarrassment.

‘Their attempt at intimacy went so poorly the bedroom caught fire,’ she finally sent. Doing his best to keep his expression blank, Nemesis turned his face until he was looking at Harper directly. ‘Her bloodline triggered when she saw him naked. She passed out and fell, which knocked over several candles he had set up to be romantic. Apparently, she’d been preparing to give him a massage, so there were some expensive oils set out…’

Trailing off, Harper stared at him like she was begging him to let the subject drop. The dragon found himself struggling to avoid laughing, so he took several long moments to breathe deeply and calm himself. He nearly lost it all over again when he caught sight of Po Ri out of the corner of his eye.

It was a good thing Alecto was taking so long to consider the sect’s combat strength, because Nemesis required quite a while to regain his full composure. Finally, he was able to send, ‘And Alecto just scooped him up while he was recovering from the experience?’

After a terse nod, Harper took a slim notebook from her own storage ring and began reading some alchemical recipes. Nemesis could tell she was using the booklet to hide her own struggles with laughter, so he left her to it.

He didn’t actually want to shame Po Ri, after all.

Fortunately, the amusement he felt at what he’d learned went a long way toward easing his boredom, and he was completely composed by the time Alecto shifted to speak. Turning her eyes to him, the woman said, “It is likely that we could do massive damage to their forces, but ultimately their numbers would overwhelm us, or at least force a complete retreat from the sect. If the estimates on how many A-rank cultivators they have is even remotely accurate, they outnumber us in that respect nearly five to one, and that is if we count you and the other dragons as a team of seven each.”

Grunting, Nemesis rubbed a palm over his jaw and rested his chin in his hand. “Alright. The mist barrier should serve to confuse and slow them. Can we prepare traps and ambushes to thin their numbers while they approach?”

Alecto nodded and leaned back in her seat. “The sect has a number of contingency plans in place for just such an occurrence. The problem, however, is that the reports of the mist barrier will already have been sent back to the Empire. If the legions simply disappear, the Immortal will certainly follow up on it.”

“Which means more powerful forces will come,” Harper concluded. “We can’t move the mountain, and most of the sect’s wealth is tied up in this area, which means evacuating all of the people would leave us without our power.”

Nemesis had to force his jaw to relax. He could hear his teeth grinding, and while it didn’t hurt, it did annoy him. He ran his tongue over his teeth and internally grimaced at how flat and pathetic they felt in this form. But the distraction had calmed his growing anger.

“How would the legion handle the lava fields?” he asked. “If we destroy the transportation formations, they’ll have to find their own way up to the mountain. Gryphons can’t ferry more than three or four people at a time, no matter how strong they are.”

Alecto shook her head. “The more-powerful cultivators will all have some method of personal flight. It is rare for someone to reach a high tier without developing aerial movement techniques. It is possible that they’ve fallen behind in personal techniques because they advanced in the field, but more likely their officers distributed scrolls from the legion to help them stay balanced.”

Shame I can’t count on my enemies to be fools, Nemesis thought to himself. The lava fields might slow the common legionnaires, but those were never going to be the problem. It’s all the ones who grew in power while they carved their way through the wilds to reach us. Those warriors advanced the same way we did, through combat and strength. They’re worthy foes.

Pausing, Nemesis tapped a thumb against his bottom lip. I don’t want worthy foes. I want idiots so I can easily devour them and take all of their stuff.

Yet even as he said it, he knew it wasn’t true. The idea of fighting a massive force of powerful cultivators had his blood starting to pump, and almost against his will he felt a smile spreading across his lips.

“Does the sect have locations picked out to retreat to?” he asked. He felt the shock ripple through the council, so he held up a hand before they could speak. “We’re not abandoning the mountain. But moving the children and those too old or weak to fight to a safe location means they’re not in the way while we conduct our battles.”

A surge of pride from Harper hit him so hard his head spun for a moment. She reached under the table and clasped his thigh with a strong hand. Her grip and emotions almost led him to think she was about to do something indecent, but she settled for rubbing his thigh.

Alecto glanced at one of the prettier blonde men, and that councilor nodded. “Nightshade ordered such plans made when the sect was founded. There is a transportation formation beneath the temple that leads to an area she prepared. We’ll have to send a vanguard to ensure no spirit beasts have taken it over, but it was something the church tended regularly, so it should be safe.”

“Good,” Nemesis said. “I want the noncombatants to start evacuating in the next week. Now, I was never given an answer; how long will it take them to reach us through the mists?”

Po Ri bowed his head and said, “Less than two months. Their vanguard is too powerful for the mists to have their full impact.”

“We can make it four with the right ambushes,” Alecto added.

“And we will,” Nemesis said. He curled his hands together while leaning his forearms on the table. “Understand something—this mountain is mine. All of you are mine. The Immortal and Kolos might think they are the most powerful beings in the world, but we are going to prove them wrong.”

Flaring his power, Nemesis felt the spectral heads of five dragons loom over the council table. He saw the councilors look up at those phantom heads, and one by one their emotions shifted to a firm belief. Alecto’s fanatical zeal burst into a fire that forced him to withdraw some of his mental senses to avoid being overwhelmed.

Finally, he pushed himself to his feet and Harper rose to stand at his side. “The Order of Nightshade was founded under a simple principle. A creed that belonged to my mother and was passed down to me. Hunt. Kill. Dominate.”

Pausing, he shifted his stance and pointed one arm out of the council chamber in the direction of the army stalking along their borders. “Out there is powerful prey, but they are prey. They think they can win because they have battled spirit beasts and monsters to get to us. But all they’ve done is fatten themselves up for our tables.”

One by one, the councilors rose to stand. Alecto was nearly glowing with the unholy light shining from her eyes. She slammed a fist to her heart and bowed her head to him. Po Ri rested a hand on the hilt of his sword and bowed at the waist. The other councilors made their own gestures of respect.

And Harper put a hand on his shoulder. ‘I didn’t know you had a speech like that in you,’ she said, her mental voice warm with pride. ‘I am very impressed. Do you think we can actually do it?’

Nemesis kept his back straight while drawing his power back into himself to dismiss the ghostly dragon heads from the air above him. He took a few seconds to consider her question, then a predatory smile spread across his lips.

‘We’d better. Because now that I’ve said it, there’s no way I’m going to let the world survive if I have to admit it was just empty boasting to stop their knees from shaking.’

Harper’s mental laughter rippled through him, and she leaned down to plant a kiss on the tip of one of his tall ears. ‘Never change, Nemmy. But I think you’re right. We can do this.’

With that, the dragon put his arm around his rider and they left the bowing council behind.


Chapter Three


Nemesis had fully intended to fly them back to the lair they’d claimed for themselves, except when he stepped out of the council chamber with Harper, he found Joat waiting for him. Looking at the girl with her hair pulled back into a frizzy tail behind her head, Nemesis realized the only reason he had first thought she was human was because her ears had been hidden.

The defined cheeks and angular jaw were very elven, but that wild, curly hair was pure human. With her ears hidden, it was easy to assume the other features were signs the child hadn’t gotten enough to eat. But the points on her ears made it fairly obvious.

It also meant Joat would remain smaller than other children in her age group, because she’d take nearly twice as long to develop physically. While he didn’t know much about children, he’d been shocked to find out she was nearly sixteen when they’d met. It turned out she wouldn’t be considered mature until closer to her late thirties.

It had been the same with Harper, but as a hatchling he’d never even thought to ask her age. He glanced from his dark-haired lover back to Joat and felt the fond affection emanating off the pair of them. I’m glad they like each other, he thought. Then he braced himself, because in typical Joat fashion the girl hurled herself off the ground and into his arms like a missile.

He made sure to wrap her in his telekinesis while he caught her in a firm embrace. It was easy to forget how different their bodies were in terms of toughness. The one time he’d let Joat run into him full force, she’d ended up bruised from forehead to knees… and he’d had to listen to hours of complaining about how hard his skin was.

“Pappa!” Joat yelled at the top of her lungs. Nemesis blinked at her several times in confusion, watching as she shook her head and let out a grimace. “Nope, that doesn’t sound right either. I guess I’m sticking with Nemesis.”

The child slumped as Nemesis mentally crossed off yet another version of ‘father’ she’d tried on him and rejected. “It was still better than Pop-Pop and Daddy-O,” Nemesis offered, since he didn’t like when she looked discouraged.

Harper let out a choked giggle and he glanced at her to see his lover covering her mouth. Squinting at her, he frowned, but she met his eyes with a completely innocent expression.

Joat blew out a noisy breath and shrugged. “I dunno. You feel like a dad in here,” she said, tapping herself in the chest. It took Nemesis a moment to decipher her meaning, because she’d touched the wrong side of her torso. “But it just sounds weird to try and call you any version of dad. It’s not fair.”

A bit stymied on how to reassure her, Nemesis took a second to think. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and started them walking away from the cliffside tower. “Perhaps all that matters are the emotions in our hearts?” he finally offered.

He also tapped the correct side of his own chest to emphasize what he meant.

“That’s what I would say too,” Harper added. She came around the other side of Joat and rested her own hand on the girl’s shoulder. “The family we choose is often stronger than the ones we’re born into.”

“Yeah… but people don’t believe me when I say he’s my dad!” Joat protested. “They say I’m making up stories and that no dragon would be interested in having a kid like me…”

That clearly upset the child and Nemesis had to stifle his instinctive desire to eat whomever was filling her head with such nonsense. He took several long seconds to simply breathe. In through his nostrils, out through his lips. Just the way Harper had taught him.

Harper, meanwhile, rubbed a hand along the back of Joat’s neck. “Kids can be cruel,” she said softly, “but you can’t let them make you feel bad just because they don’t know the truth. There are people who don’t think Nemesis and I are in love, because they don’t think dragons can have those kinds of feelings.”

Nemesis stiffened, outrage flooding his system. Harper must have sensed it, because she pushed a thought at him: ‘No one lately, love, and no one left alive. But Joat doesn’t need to know that those bullies are dead. It’ll make her feel better to know she’s not alone. Just relax.’

That calmed him, and he opened his mouth to try and offer his own sympathy, but then Joat spoke again: “That’s easy for you to say, though… you look special! You even have almost the same horns.”

Harper flushed. Nemesis had noticed she was still a tiny bit self-conscious about the changes the bloodline had made to her body. The horns in particular caused her a wave of embarrassment whenever they were pointed out. It’s odd though, because she loves when I grab them to move her around…

Shoving that thought aside, he felt an idea strike him. “Then maybe we should see about helping you get some horns of your own.”

Harper shot him a warning look, but Nemesis shook his head at her. ‘We’ll be safe, and you can examine her completely before and after, but if she can handle a bloodline I would like to give her one,’ he sent quietly. He didn’t need his psionic abilities to tell she was frustrated at the suggestion… but after a moment she nodded.

Joat was squealing and dancing in place while repeating the question “Really?” at the top of her lungs. He finally had to tighten his arm around her shoulders to get her to stand still, and that simply resulted in her staring at him with huge eyes. “Do you mean it?”

“We will have to do some tests to make sure the process wouldn’t kill you, but if it can be done without harming you… then yes.”

He had no doubts that Joat would have agreed even if the most likely outcome was her own gory detonation, but he didn’t blame her for that—being a dragon was the highest goal any creature could ascribe to.

“Let’s retire to our lair,” Harper said. “This isn’t something we should discuss out in the open.”

Joat’s eyes widened even further and she nodded. Nemesis wrapped his telekinesis around all of them and lifted off from the ground. His weight in elven form had become truly trivial, so it took no effort to fly the three of them out of the city. Once he reached a suitable altitude, however, he tossed the pair of them skyward and pulled his robes into his ring.

Joat let out an excited scream while she soared into the air, and he could hear Harper’s amused snort even from several dozen feet away. Nemesis relaxed his body and resumed his true form in time for the pair of them to land upon his massive back. His wings boomed when they caught the air and sent him surging forward.

“Showoff!” Harper called at him.

Curling his head around to stare at them, Nemesis let out a laugh. His jaws opened to reveal his numerous fangs, and he let wisps of flames dance between his teeth. The sight set Joat to clapping and dancing in circles.

She’d likely have managed to fall off if Harper hadn’t kept a hand on her shoulder.

Not that I’d let her fall, Nemesis mused. She’s come a long way since the scrubby orphan who thought I was trying to drown her when I washed her impurities off in the pond. Nemesis took a moment to evaluate the girl’s cultivation. That initial melon he had given her had cleared her meridians, but she was still a ways from forming her core.

Her affinities seemed to shift a lot, but Harper insisted that was normal for a child. She’d given him some long explanation about how Joat’s personality and the strength of her soul would define the elements she was drawn to… but Nemesis had stopped listening after he’d gotten the gist. Such a rambling way of saying she’s a child and too flighty to settle down, he thought with a chuckle.

He sent a warm pulse of affection to Harper and felt her heart quicken in response. He wasn’t in a hurry to reach the lair despite the dire situation the sect faced. It would take time for the threat to reach them, and he’d given his orders. If the worst came, he would take his lovers and retreat without his followers. It was nice having the sect to support them, but he was not some pampered pet who needed civilization to support him in his growth.

As long as he had his lovers and the hoard hidden in his ring, he could go anywhere.

Harper had begun explaining what she’d need to do to make sure the bloodline was safe for Joat, and for once the child was listening with rapt attention. Nemesis sensed the same focus that Joat gave off during their hunts. For all she could be excitable and bounce from topic to topic, he had never found Joat anything less than sharp when faced with combat.

He admired that about her. She understood something few humanoids seemed to. So many of them let worries and concerns for the future bog them down. They miss the moments of fun they could be having, or fail to appreciate how good something is when it’s right in front of them. Then the present becomes the past and they suffer regrets. If they moved through life like a dragon and simply allowed themselves to revel in the now, they would enjoy their existences far more.

They reached the area of placid mana created by the formations that protected the lair, and Nemesis let his mental senses expand. The ambient mana along the entire mountain had been rising of late. He knew that was due to his presence, as well as Persephone’s and Talia’s. Dragons produced a great deal of excess mana, so having three of them constantly pushing their power upward had started a chain reaction.

With the drop in the sect’s combat prowess due to the culling of dissenters, the mountain had grown wilder. Most of the creatures gaining power were too weak to be useful to Nemesis or his lovers, so he had been ignoring them. It gave the warriors of the sect something to do to grow their own strength.

But every so often, the flourishing life attracted something more dangerous, and such was the case today. He sensed the foreign mind above him and pushed his awareness to Harper. ‘Take Joat and descend to the glacier,’ he ordered.

Harper didn’t hesitate. She wrapped her arms around the child and dove off of his back. Nemesis, meanwhile, slammed his wings down repeatedly and began to rise with all his strength. He heard Joat yelling, “What’s going on?” in a fading voice as she descended, but he put that out of his mind.

The creature diving toward him wasn’t something he was familiar with. Four feathered wings were folded along its back, and its eagle-like head was fixated on him. Yet the monster also had antlers that curled forward above its head and gleamed like diamonds.

It was hard to tell how powerful it was with the stabilized mana-field muting its mana signature. Which also raised the question of how it had sensed him. Then Nemesis let out a snort. Stupid question. I’m a giant black dragon flying over top of a white glacier. I stand out.

Flooding his muscles with lightning, Nemesis increased his speed and began gathering mana in his throat to prepare a deadly blast to end his challenger—except it flared all four wings and then vanished.

Instinctively, Nemesis folded his wings against his back and rolled. His outstretched claws caught the descending talons of the bird that materialized above him, and a jolt of energy blasted between them powerful enough to send his body rocking backward through the air.

Up close, the bird was far larger than he’d realized. Its wingspans were wider than his, at least three hundred feet across. It also had a scorpion tail that lashed out at him, but the violence of its first attack had blown him clear of the strike. He snapped his own tail down and the heavy spikes near the tip cracked the chitin with a vicious crunch.

His tail gave him some reach on the monster, but he wasn’t sure if he was actually larger than it in terms of overall mass. The thing gave off a sense of weight that was far denser than most birds, and the air moved around it sluggishly.

Four wings were pumping to hold the bird in place, and somehow the motion was creating an air vortex that tried to pull him into those lashing talons. Nemesis opened his jaws and fed that spiraling air a mass of flames to see how it would react. The fire blazed into a tornado that spun directly at the spirit beast.

But to his shock, the flames coalesced into a sphere between the thing’s talons and then released a jet of plasma back at him. He sensed the danger and rolled to let the superheated column streak past him—the flames actually charred some of the scales along his right rear leg.

What is this thing? he hissed to himself in frustration. How is it manipulating the mana around me so strongly when I can’t sense an affinity from it at all?

His frustration saw him sending a bolt of lightning at the bird, and to his surprise the electricity struck it in the face and caused it to lock up. With its wings rigid, the bird started falling from the sky.

Nemesis didn’t hesitate to dive after it and dig his front claws into its wing joints. His hind legs rose and raked down. Blood sprayed into the air as he carved huge furrows through the spirit beast’s flesh. Nemesis snapped his head down to bite at the bird, but got a mouthful of razor-sharp antlers instead.

Gemstone prongs dug into his fangs and sliced into the roof of his mouth and he snarled in frustration. Nemesis knew better than to give into his instincts and bite down again. It was entirely possible the antlers were strong enough that he could stab them through his head with his own strength. But that brought up a different problem: they were now lodged in his teeth and holding his jaws wide open.

Some force was building inside the bird and he sensed a technique rising that could spell grave danger, yet before he could react to it the creature’s stinger speared his back and began pumping venom into his body.

Together, the pair plummeted toward the ground.


Chapter Four


Instead of poisoning his blood, the venom seemed to thicken his mana in ways that made it hard to manipulate. If I used my mana the way others do, I would be in a lot of trouble, Nemesis realized. Fortunately for him, his powers weren’t affected; he locked the bird’s wings in place with his telekinesis, though he was shocked to discover it was strong enough to make that a challenge.

But he did manage to hold its wings in place long enough for four dragon heads to bite down. Each head snapped forward and crushed the bones of the bird’s shoulders, just beyond where they met the body. The bones shattered under his teeth, and the taste of blood immediately filled his mouths.

The additional eyes also helped Nemesis spot the next strike of the creature’s tail. The stinger arced up and streaked down toward the center of his back, but Nemesis swung his own tail and deflected it. Once again, the powerful spikes that had grown from his tail’s end cracked chitin.

Heaving his necks, Nemesis ripped at the spirit beast’s wings in an attempt to tear them off. It tried to thrash its head, but with its antlers locked against his fangs, neither of them were able to pull free. Nemesis had the advantage there, because his neck was far more flexible than the bird’s.

Running his mental senses over the antlers, Nemesis was startled to find the growths truly did seem to be made of diamond. He began rapping his telekinetic energy against either side of the crystal antlers and grimaced at the pain of having them vibrating rapidly against his gums. His own blood soon filled his mouth, but he could sense the pressure building up within the gemstones.

Nemesis had practice with telekinetically stimulating the molecules of things to heat or soften them. He knew that wouldn’t work on a crystal, but that wasn’t what he was going for. Instead, he honed his will like a thousand hammers and began delivering brutal blows up and down their length.

The vibrational pressure built up.

It must have been disrupting the bird, because the thing let out a sonic scream that set all of his ear holes to bleeding. One of its wings finally tore free and his green head came loose. The bird couldn’t seem to use that teleport while he was touching it, though he did feel it trying to warp the mana fields around them.

Those mana fields that were held in a placid state by the huge formations designed to hide the lair of Persephone’s father. That power is what created this beast, he suddenly grasped. It somehow mastered the still mana of this region. That’s how it’s caused my own mana to turn thick and sluggish.

He had no idea how the beast could have evolved, or why he hadn’t encountered something this strong before now. But he knew he was right: this thing had somehow gained aspects of the formations that covered the mountain.

Motivated by the confirmation that this was no rare and unique life form, Nemesis lashed out with his green head, biting the beast’s throat—or tried.

Somehow the bird proved flexible enough to kick out with a taloned foot and knock his head away before the strike landed. They were growing ever closer to the ground, yet neither of them was ready to give up on their battle.

Not that Nemesis could have spit out its antlers even if he’d wanted to.

He continued hammering on the gems and soon felt the prongs starting to build up pressure inside. He knew if he could get the impacts right, they’d shatter. His green head twisted and clamped down around the stinger when it attempted another strike. That left him free to lash his tail up and under the bird in an attempt to impale its stomach.

Once again, the damned thing caught his blow on its clawed feet.

Flexing his crimson neck, Nemesis tore a second wing free. That head curved and tried for a bite at the base of the stinger, but he couldn’t reach it. An attempt to spew fire across the bird’s body was met with limited success. The flame only dribbled around his jaws—the venom in his system had neutralized his ability to truly weaponize it.

Not that the bird seemed to enjoy the tongues of flames that did land among its feathers. He was surprised to find they didn’t burn the way he’d expected. It’s like this thing can mute all aspects of mana, from its movements to its ability to touch the world. But then how does it teleport from one spot to another?

It was a mystery he didn’t have time to solve. Two things happened in rapid succession; the crystal antlers wedging his jaws open shattered, and his blue head tore yet another wing from the bird’s body in a spray of blood.

Nemesis closed his mouth around the crystals and arced his neck so he could spit the gemstone fragments into his storage ring. He wasn’t going to let that much diamond simply get lost on the glaciers below.

But with four of his heads now free to bite with impunity, the dragon set to tearing the giant bird apart. His blue and green heads latched onto the wing the white head hadn’t detached yet and finished the job. At the same time, Nemesis slammed his central head into the middle of the bird’s neck and his huge horns speared through on either side of its spine. Then he twisted his head violently and felt bones break between them.

With that simple action, the bird’s body finally went limp.

Nemesis snapped his wings open and began a series of powerful flaps. The creature’s weight was significant, but he was able to slow their fall so that he didn’t rupture the corpse when they crashed onto the ice. He used a last-minute burst of his telekinetics to further slow their fall, which meant he came down smoothly.

Five heads rose and bellowed his triumph into the sky.

“Are you done roaring!” Harper yelled, trying to be heard over the sound of his triumph. Then her foot banged off his leg and he closed his jaws with a snap. Turning down, he saw that Joat was bleeding from her ears and immediately felt a wash of guilt.

One of his heads descended to more closely inspect the girl. “I’m sorry, Joat, are you okay?”

When it was clear she couldn’t hear him, he repeated the question telepathically. ‘I’m fine!’ she replied. The chipper tone of her mental voice amused him, and it matched the energetic double-thumbs-up she shot his way. ‘You looked so cool killing that giant bird! What was it?’

Nemesis added Harper to the mental link. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘It clearly evolved abilities based on the stasis field that protects this area of the mountain… but I’ve never sensed it before. It’s possible that it has been living high in the sky and just hadn’t come down yet. But the creature was very strong.’

‘Not as strong as you!’ Joat interjected, which led Nemesis to letting out a mental laugh and rubbing a claw carefully against the top of her head.

‘Not even a little,’ he agreed. ‘Harper, you’ll want to examine its tail. I was careful not to lose it. There’s some kind of venom that causes mana to thicken and become hard to move. If I had been a spell user, the stuff would have crippled me.’

‘Oh wow,’ Harper said, then immediately shot toward the beast’s back end so she could start investigating the stinger. Nemesis took that moment to allow his extra heads to dissolve—the moment he did, a wave of exhaustion hit him. He sniffed at the bird meat to get an idea of its strength, but it was remarkably difficult to gauge.

‘I can’t tell how strong this is,’ he admitted.

‘I can’t either,’ Harper said. ‘But I can already think of dozens of uses for this venom. Can you free the stinger and store it for me? The venom sac travels down to the third segment.’

Nemesis carefully climbed off the beast now that he was sure it was dead. It was far smaller without its huge wings, but the body was still nearly the same size as his own. The tail was significantly shorter than his, however. He used a foreleg to stretch out the tail, then bit through the fifth chitinous segment and sent the stinger into his storage.

When he looked over, Joat was climbing around its beak. She smacked a rock against it and the resulting clack seemed abnormally loud. ‘I think this beak is made of crystal!’ she said excitedly. ‘Or glass? I dunno. What’s the difference?’

Once again, Nemesis shifted to look. While Harper launched into a lecture on the differences between glass and crystal, Nemesis used his claws to dig the bird’s beak out of its face and store that as well.

Something about the feathers caught his eye, and when he looked closer he saw that they seemed to leave faint afterimages. It was almost like they were cutting the mana in his vision. He let his mind expand across the glacier until he’d found each of the severed wings, which he floated over. To his amusement, a pale arctic fox was attempting to eat one of the wings.

The stubborn animal refused to release its meal and was growling around a mouthful of meat while it floated through the air. ‘Joat, something for you to deal with,’ he prompted. The girl produced a spear from a tiny storage item on her belt and spun it once in her hands. Then she shot forward in a streak that saw the blade pierce the fox expertly through the skull.

A flick of her wrist and she had the animal reduced to a carcass. Nemesis was proud of the smooth skill displayed; she didn’t hesitate to hang the body off her shoulders with some string from her pouch, not showing any of the squeamishness that many humans did.

‘Well done, Joat,’ Harper complimented. ‘Your spear techniques are coming along beautifully.’

‘Thank you!’ the girl said. She did a victory dance that made her look years younger, then sobered up. ‘Is there anything else I can do to help?’

‘Gather up any loose feathers you see. I’m going to start plucking this thing and I don’t want to lose any. I think they might be valuable,’ Nemesis sent. Then he set to doing exactly that. Telekinetically stripping a bird of its plumage wasn’t a new task for him—he could have done it in his sleep. But he purposefully let some of the smaller feathers break loose so Joat had something to chase.

Harper, meanwhile, was carefully cutting her way into the bird’s chest to remove its core. The round gem inside was pulsing faintly, and Nemesis could sense a shimmer of thought from inside the milky orb. “Nemesis… is this what I think it is?” she asked in awe.

He lowered his head to stare at it more carefully. “I think so,” he agreed. “I can sense a soul within that core. A strong one. This creature was preparing to break through to the divine.”

Joat, ears apparently working again, came up with a handful of feathers pressed against her torso. “What’s that mean?” she asked.

“It’s a fledgling god,” Harper said. “Or it would have been, if it had lived.”

“This part might still be alive,” Nemesis countered. “The soul is still active. It’s possible the bird could still emerge from its core and reform its body.”

That clearly made Joat anxious. She shifted, looking around like she expected the huge bird to simply materialize all around her. “How do you stop it from doing that?” she asked.

Nemesis let out a rumbling laugh. “Oh, that’s the easy part,” he explained. When he opened his mouth, Harper tossed the core inside. His jaws closed and he made an exaggerated swallowing sound. “That’s how.”

The black dragon could feel the core moving down his throat. It was a powerful mana source and it radiated energy all through him. When it hit his stomach, he immediately wrapped it with as much willpower as he could to keep the energy from flaring. With his own mana still sluggish, though, he had some vague concerns about digesting it.

But far better to take care of it now than have to fight the thing again.

Harper studied him, and then stepped forward to press her palm against his jaw. ‘Everything okay?’ she asked gently.

Nemesis, who had removed Joat from the link when Harper touched him, pushed a thought back to Harper, saying, ‘The energy inside this core feels enormous, and my mana is still affected by the venom from its sting. I think it will take some time to digest all of this. I might have to fight the soul for possession of my body, though I am unsure. Its entire existence defies my understanding of spirit beasts.’

Concern flashed across her face, which Harper took care to keep turned away from Joat. The girl was still chasing feathers, and Nemesis was dutifully transferring them into his ring each time she brought him an armful. ‘Was eating it the best option?’ Harper asked.

‘Only option. I am certain the creature could have reformed itself given time, and if it did so as a full god…’

‘…with a grudge,’ Harper concluded for him when he trailed off.

‘A god with a grudge and the ability to freeze mana around it, teleport, and remain hidden from most senses, yes. Not a foe I’d want to face.’

His rider seemed to agree completely. She turned away from him to face the large, freshly plucked carcass. “We feeding this to everyone?” she asked in a cheerful voice that he knew to be somewhat forced.

“Absolutely. Though we’ll test it before we let Joat have some,” Nemesis agreed.

“Awwww,” Joat whined. “But I love fried chicken.”

“Who doesn’t?” Nemesis asked. In his mind, cooking was one of the few reasons to keep the humanoid civilizations going. They always came up with such creative ways to prepare meats.

“General Alecto,” Joat offered breezily. “She says that chicken doesn’t taste like anything, so it isn’t worth eating…”

Nemesis stared in utter shock at the girl. “Really?”

“Yup. Boar, on the other hand, is the meat of the gods. At least that’s what she said the last time we had dinner. She and Po Ri got into this long, boring discussion about the best foods to serve with the wine they were drinking. I excused myself when they started making googly eyes at each other.”

“Googly… eyes?” Nemesis asked, confused by the reference.

“Yeah,” Joat said, smirking up at him. “You know, the same face you make when you talk about Harper, Talia, Persephone, Kaia, or Min. The face that says you’re a total pushover and you’d do anything to make them happy.”

“Hey!” he protested, but for some reason that just caused Harper and Joat to start giggling hysterically.

Nemesis groaned and pushed himself to his feet. That done, he bit down on the bird’s head and dragged its carcass up across his back with his telekinesis. Then he began walking toward his lair.

“Dragons don’t make googly eyes,” he said firmly.


Chapter Five


He was certain it was undignified to be escorted into his lair by giggling half-elves. But that seemed to be his lot in life.

Joat was thrilled when he drew a blanket out of his storage ring and allowed her to slide off the lip of the obsidian tunnel so she could shoot down to the center of the huge, black bubble they lived in—screaming all the way. Harper rolled her eyes at him, but he noted she didn’t object.

“Are you sure you want to give Joat the bloodline potion?” she asked. Concern was written all over her face, so he reached out to rub her shoulder with a talon before lowering his head to brush his muzzle along her curving horn.

“Yes,” he said firmly. “Let her be family in truth. Her strength is rising fast. You’ve called her a genius in terms of her cultivation. If we are going to raise her, then let us give her every advantage we ca—”

Nemesis was interrupted by a flare of pain. The discomfort wasn’t physical, he knew that; it was a warning that he needed to dedicate himself to meditation and absorbing the core of the bird he’d just defeated.

Harper, sensing something wrong, put her hand to his jawbone. “Are you okay?”

Nodding, Nemesis lifted her up to float her onto his head, then he pushed off the tunnel ledge and threw himself out into the empty space of the obsidian cavern. The empty globe didn’t seem as large as it once had, but there was still enough room for him to control his descent to the bottom.

He had no trouble tracking Joat. The girl was letting out an ear-splitting shriek of enjoyment while she sailed along on her stomach around the outer curve of the sphere. He knew from experience it took many loops to reach the bottom, though he didn’t understand why.

Since he was taking the direct approach, Nemesis arrived at the bottom first. There, he spilled his coins and jewels from his storage ring and got comfortable laying down upon his hoard. Then he summoned several messenger talismans. The sheets of paper were simply formations, and when he let his mana charge them, they folded into paper swallows and flew out of the cave.

Nemesis gently wrapped them in his telekinesis and guided them out of the long tunnel faster than they’d have managed on their own. The downside of this lair is that these talismans struggle in the static mana of the formations. Having to guide them is a pain. I should have launched them before we came in… but I was distracted.

Another pulse of discomfort radiated out from his center, so he withdrew his attention from the messenger charms. One of his talons reached up and hooked against a heavy scale covering his chest muscle. “Are you ready?” he asked Harper.

He was almost disturbed to notice that she’d drawn a three-foot-wide glass sphere with some kind of membrane across its open mouth. There were also a number of tubes and some obscenely large bone syringes in her hands. “I am,” she said cheerfully. “Might as well get enough for experimentation while I’m at it, right?”

Narrowing one of his crimson eyes, Nemesis let out a rumble. “You’ve been hoping to get another sample for a while, haven’t you,” he said with a snort. “I should have known. You only love me for my parts.”

Harper pretended to pout at him. “Nemmy, that’s so mean. I also love you for your cock…” For a moment she let the words hang, then she leaned against his chest. “But mostly for your soul. I’ll never forget that angry little hatchling I was tasked with caring for. Angry at everyone but me.”

Nemesis found his breath catching as Harper inadvertently sent her memory into him through the physical contact. The sight of those metal bars forming a square cage around him and holding him trapped on top of a thick wooden crate. How his eyes had glowed against his black scales. The smell of burning wood from acid dribbling along his jaw. The claw marks and dents from his constant attacks on the cage.

I was a such tiny thing, he mused, yet she makes me look so… fierce. I knew that I was amazing, though I did not realize how powerful I looked, even as a prisoner. To those bastards I was nothing but a potential source of profit. But to Harper, I was magical.

Nemesis closed his eyes against the emotion of that memory, and then he focused so he could send his own mental image of Harper back at her. A dirty, smelly, skinny girl in a ragged dress. Long black hair that hung around her like a tangled curtain. And kind eyes. A nebulous glow of fascination, affection, and compassion radiating off of her like a soothing blanket to wrap around him.

The emotions coming from Harper had disarmed him, and he’d never attacked her. It was her heart that had let him form his bond with her, and he made sure she knew that. He felt those emotions hit her, and for a second they were locked in a feedback loop as love wordlessly passed back and forth between them.

Then Harper cleared her throat noisily. “Okay, let’s get your heart stabbed before Joat reaches the bottom. She can’t slide forever.”

Taking that as his cue, Nemesis pulled his claw up—in doing so, he tore free one of the dense scales from his chest. His resulting growl of pain echoed through the entire chamber like thunder in the distance, though it was undercut by the continued sounds of Joat squealing. He let Harper claim the scale.

Then she was spraying some chemical across his bare flesh and he had to clamp his jaw shut to avoid letting out a curse. “It stings,” he muttered. She rolled her eyes at him, and then began preparing her collection kit. She had to wait for him to use his claw to cut a line across the thick muscle he’d exposed.

He’d long grown too large for reaching his heart to be a simple affair; Harper was forced to use metal rods to hold up his muscle so she could lean into his torso. She’d wrapped herself in a protective suit of some sort, and he grimaced at the sensation of her crawling into the hole he’d created.

“OW!” he roared—a natural reaction to having a bone syringe as thick as Harper’s wrist jammed between his ribs and into his beating heart. He swore he heard a gurgle from the glass sphere Harper was dragging along with her. “You could have warned me,” he muttered.

Harper let out a clucking sound. “Come on, Nemmy, we both know it would have hurt more if you’d been tensing up for it… not to mention you might have squished me if you clenched your chest.”

“Alright… that’s… fair,” he grumbled. Keeping his eyes closed, Nemesis took several deep breaths and worked to enter the trance that would allow him to process the mana churning inside of him. Harper’s collection of his heart’s blood was a welcome distraction, but now he found he’d rather focus on anything else. Fortunately, he had the soul of a near-divine bird trying to claw out of his stomach to serve as a perfect distraction.

Sinking into his spiritual senses, Nemesis saw the bird’s soul swirling around his cores like a nebulous cloud. The thing didn’t seem to know where to begin attacking his five separate cores. Each radiated its own mana, and they pulsed together to form waves that pushed the spirit back from where his own soul was developing.

Much as the bird wanted to reach the egg within, it couldn’t seem to pass the energy thrumming around his cores. Which also kept the beast from dragging him onto the soul plane to battle for ownership of his body. Instead, it attacked the cores in between the energy waves, and when those claws scraped against him—pain.

Nemesis studied the still nature of the forces that made up that bird. Its entire concept seemed static. He had thought the cloud was swirling, but when he looked closer he could see the individual wisps of spirit were completely stationary to each other. The entire soul moved, though its individual parts did not.

Something about the powerful concept gave him an idea. Thinking back to his epiphany on the nature of darkness, Nemesis allowed his nature to grow. Darkness tinted the edges of his spirit, and then the blackness moved inward. The mana that pulsed out from his cores struck the dark and sank into it, empowering him.

Then his consuming void touched the edges of the bird’s soul and began gnawing away at it. Nemesis made no move to attack. Instead, he ran his mental senses over the soul to study it as fully as it could while it shifted away from his darkness.

But moving toward his cores forced it against his mana, and each time those waves passed through it, the creature’s spirit tore under the strain. It wasn’t accustomed to mana that flowed and swirled—not anymore.

Every time that fledgling soul flinched away from his cores and brushed against his spiritual darkness, Nemesis devoured the energy into his personal void. It was a creeping darkness that continually drew closer to his forming soul. The bird lashed out, clawing at his cores, but he resolutely ignored the pain.

There was something about the way the dark closed in that resonated with him. A potential for more. He slowed its progression so he could watch it more carefully. Nemesis could see similarities to the bird’s own stillness in his inky consumption. Except he didn’t hold everything in place.

There was nothing to hold in place in the darkness. It simply was. It was eternal.

Eventually, only the brilliant spark that formed the utmost power of the bird remained. Its personality, its memories, its spiritual core. Nemesis had it penned in and watched as it writhed in agony under the constant bombardment of mana. He wrapped his mental sense around it and brutally tore the sparks of sapience from it.

Without its sense of self, the spark flickered in his eternal night, then went out.

The power he’d absorbed through his spirit flowed smoothly into him. The egg within his cores vacuumed in everything he’d stripped from the bird—everything… except that burst of mental power. That streaked into his mind and battered at his consciousness with raw power and instinctive rage. The last moments of ego death tore at him and Nemesis was forced to drop into a deeper meditation to keep his personality safe.

When it finally settled and he could open his eyes, he found himself staring at Persephone’s gleaming silver length. On his other side was the golden form of Talia. The pair of dragons were curled around him and pressing in on his sides. He could tell the scale he’d torn free had grown back, though a tingle on the former wound hinted that someone had used a technique to help it regenerate.

Mana hung thick in the air and he could feel it swirling around him. It was like he sat in the eye of a storm and each of the cultivators around him was drawing off thin channels of the wind for themselves. To his surprise, Joat was nestled directly beneath him as well.

The fact she was snoring and seemed sound asleep was less surprising.

Kaia, he detected, was curled into Talia’s neck, Min was meditating near Persephone’s head, and Harper sat directly over his cores on his back. Each of them was using a technique to pull in as much mana as they could, just as he’d expected them to do.

What he hadn’t expected was there to be a fire set up on his back with a cauldron hanging over it. Harper had anchored the tripod for the cauldron in his scales, which he didn’t mind. The fire seemed to be feeding off his mana somehow. Several flagpoles had been stationed around his back, and a cursory glimpse revealed that they were both focusing energy and eliminating the waste from the potion she was brewing.

She’s using my body and soul to fuel the creation process somehow. I can smell my blood in the potion, and if I’m not mistaken, the fire itself is emanating from the scale I removed for her. I suspect this version of her bloodline formula is going to be far more potent than the first one she created.

Studying with a master alchemist must have elevated her skills significantly. But does that mean she’s planning on boosting the purity of her own bloodline on top of providing it to Joat?

Nemesis knew cultivators could enhance their own bloodlines. Some of those bloodlines could even be enhanced to the point of allowing a person to transition into a state that nearly matched the original spirit beast.

Since Nemesis couldn’t move without disrupting everything happening around him, he closed his eyes once more and let his awareness fade toward a true slumber. I wonder if Harper appreciates how still dragons are when they sleep? If I were one of those dogs that humans were so fond of, I’d likely roll over and squash them all to death. Instead, they get to crawl on me like I’m a statue, and I get to enjoy a nap.

It was his last thought before he slipped away. In his dreams, Nemesis saw that the bird had indeed been born within the area of quiet mana concealing his lair. It had struggled to grow at first, because it couldn’t sense the creatures around it. Then one day it figured out how to flutter from one pool of mana to another.

Those pools formed around other spirit beasts and allowed it to hunt. From there it grew quickly, but something called to it, so it left its home. Like many spirit beasts, it was drawn to the pillar of divine energy that tethered the mountain to the heavens.

Nemesis quickly grew bored of its memories of hunting in the clouds, so he pushed the dreams away. His sleeping mind didn’t give consigning those memories into oblivion a second thought. He’d already moved on and begun enjoying a rather intimate dream of Talia and Kaia in chains…

“Ew, gross!” Joat’s yelling woke him from his sleep some time later. She was punching his eyelid as hard as she could. “You drooled in my hair! That’s so icky! Why are you drooling in your sleep anyway? You just ate a godling! Come on, that’s got to fill you up or something.”

Nemesis cracked his eye, and then had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing. His adopted daughter looked like she’d stepped under a waterfall. But her antics had also started to draw the others from their meditations.

One by one he saw them coming to, and that included Harper. His rider was carefully tending her potion, and he noticed that it had stopped producing smoke. She banged on the cauldron with a ladle, and to his shock the liquid within condensed into several pills that floated up into the air.

Each was packed with enough mana to make them glow to his senses. A second later, she made them vanish into a jade bottle.

Of course, while he had been distracted, Joat had begun glaring at him again. “Nemmy!” she whined. “I need a shower.”

“You’re going to want to hold off on that,” Harper said while she walked up his back to the top of his head. She leaned down until she was hanging over his eye. “Because this potion is probably going push a lot of impurities out of you… and then you’d just need another one.”

Joat’s reaction to the sanguine potion Harper held out deafened him for several minutes.


Chapter Six


Once Kaia and Talia got Joat set up in a formation that would protect her through her transformation, Nemesis began filling the others in on what happened at the council meeting. Well, Nemesis outlined the issue and Harper considerately filled in all the details he had given only the vaguest attention to.

Their discussion didn’t take much time, thanks to the telepathic link Nemesis formed that allowed them to swiftly broadcast their memories. Everyone agreed that their strength would be paramount to the defense of the sect… and that meant growing the riders’ personal power.

New formations were set up, and Min, Kaia, and Harper each took one of the pills they had crafted using his heart’s blood. This time, Nemesis wasn’t shocked to see the cocoons form around each woman. Persephone coiled her long form around the group, and Talia agreed to accompany him on a scouting mission to see what lay at the edges of the mist barrier.

As they left the cave, Nemesis kept his mental senses on high alert in case there were more spirit beasts that had evolved within the placid mana field. He knew the chances of any others being strong enough to challenge him were vanishingly small, but he’d have said the chances were nonexistent before he’d fought the bird.

“You don’t think we can do much to the army on our own, do you?” Talia asked while they glided on a thermal updraft away from the floating mountain. They were high enough that the mist barrier spread out like a sea of fog beneath them, so Nemesis used his telepathy to scout for sapients.

“No,” he admitted. “We are powerful, but if the army truly has hundreds of A-rank cultivators, then they’ll simply swarm us and bring us down. But that doesn’t mean we can’t pick off a few patrols if we spot them.”

“You don’t think they’ll have their vanguard scouting for them, do you?”

Nemesis rumbled deep in his chest. “I hope they do. In small groups I am sure we can defeat them… and every squad we destroy makes their army that much weaker. In these groups it is never the rank and file we need to fear.”

Talia nodded her sinuous neck, and the movement caused her entire body to ripple in a smooth dip and rise as her long wing-fingers mimicked the motion. “That is true. It would take phenomenal luck for weaker soldiers to bring us down.”

“Remember the castle trainings,” he said. Those obstacle courses in their initial years among the Scaleguard dodging paint-covered arrows had often seemed ridiculous, but those drills represented the situation they were in now.

“Ugh,” Talia spat, “they always counted us out after a ridiculously small number of arrows. It wasn’t fair! We weren’t allowed to use our magic during those attack runs. Of course our classifications worked against us. We can’t all be War dragons.”

It warmed Nemesis that she’d included herself in the list of dragons declared weak, despite them both knowing he’d been ranked at the bottom. But instead of dwelling on it, he began sending her memories of their classmates with paint splotches in embarrassing locations.

The two shared in their laughter while they glided across the miles of foggy terrain, though they did try to keep the volume down.

Several hours later, Nemesis picked up the first hints of sapient life. Mind sparks were moving through the fog below, so he sent a thought to Talia, ‘They’re beneath us. I count seven beings. All clearly capable of thought. How strong is their mana?’

Despite his growth in power, Talia was still far better at sensing cultivation strength at a distance. His mana-work remained a crude affair. He tried to sink deeper in the minds of the beings he sensed and found one of them was deeply invested in determining what he would cook for lunch.

Useless, any others? Swapping to a different being, he found that one studiously taking notes of the plants they’d come across growing out of the foggy ground. From that individual, Nemesis was able to determine they were moving through some kind of bog, though nothing stood out as especially noteworthy to him.

‘Imperial soldiers,’ Talia said, breaking into his musings with her own observations. ‘Strong cultivators, and at least one of them has a long-range transmission formation to report back to the legions. They’re definitely an army patrol.’

‘Mmmmm, shall we wipe them out?’ he asked.

‘Let’s!’

‘Alright. Can you cast a working to block any transmissions they send?’ When she confirmed she could, Nemesis couldn’t help his lips peeling back to reveal his fangs. ‘Wonderful. Then I think it’s time to introduce ourselves.’

He tapped his cores and pushed down the dark mana within him. Next, he drew in more and more flame mana to flood his body until he felt his scales practically glowing with heat. The scales around his eyes shifted to a deep crimson and his throat became a comforting inferno. The air around his shimmered as thermal drafts swept out from every beat of his wings, and he circled on his own updraft while Talia completed the complex spell.

‘You almost look like a crimson dragon right now,’ Talia sent, ‘I can still see that your scales are black under the heat, but there’s enough fire coating you that it’s hard to make out. That’s a good disguise.’

‘Thanks, glad it’s working,’ Nemesis responded. The pair of them twisted in midair and collapsed their wings against their sides while they dove. The idea had come to Nemesis that if he could trick the army into thinking he was five separate dragons, it would make them far more cautious in their advance.

Attacking a sect that had two or three dragons was one thing. Attacking an entire glory of dragons would be enough to make any army blanch, especially with the damage his breath attacks could do.

Damage he demonstrated when they reached the base of their dive and flared their wings to pull up. Nemesis opened his jaws and released a torrent of flames that ignited the bog below in a blast of steam and burning peat.

Talia’s own column of fire followed in his wake as the pair of them streaked over the soldiers. The legionnaires only had a few seconds of warning before the inferno engulfed them. Nemesis felt two minds snuff out, and then mana flared to form some kind of protective technique.

At least one of those protections failed when Talia came roaring along behind him. Defending against one dragon was far easier than defending against two. Being hit by two consecutive attacks was more than their wards could manage. Then, together, Nemesis and Talia flapped hard to regain their altitude and once more circle the group.

‘What did you see?’ he asked her. On his pass, he’d spotted a pair of dwarves in heavy armor with huge square shields. One had thrown up some kind of water barrier that had used the liquid in the bog as a catalyst. He sent those images to Talia.

‘Two elves armed with bows. Couldn’t tell their mana types. They were hiding behind the dwarves. I think there was a human, but they weren’t properly under cover.’

‘Well, that’d explain the mind that went dead,’ he said with a mental grin.

Knowing better than to approach along the same path, Nemesis shifted until they were reversed from their original flightpath. The soldiers were clearly prepared—when Nemesis glided in, a veritable storm of arrows began shooting toward him. Most burned to a crisp in the massive heat of his aura, but three glanced off the dense scales of his muzzle. One did not. The scale split with a sharp crack that saw the arrow bury itself to the fletching in his lip.

‘One of the archers uses poison,’ he noted, making sure Talia was aware. ‘Pity their poison techniques are so weak.’

Drawing air into his lungs, Nemesis belched out a condensed ball of flame which detonated against the recreated water shield. This time, the bog offered far less water for the dwarf and his shield quickly evaporated. His screams were hard to hear over the crackle of the blaze.

Then it was Talia who flexed her throat to bathe the entire area in a raging ocean of fire that further dried out the bog. But Nemesis wasn’t content to let their breath attacks do all the work. His legs came down and he slammed into the burnt soil with an impact that caused mud to splash up everywhere. His wings swept toward his head to bleed momentum as he turned the sodden slide into an attack. His body swung around, his tremendous tail lashing out in a vicious arc.

The last dwarf lunged ahead of the archers and activated a technique that expanded his body tenfold. His shield rang out with a deafening clang as the spikes on Nemesis’ tail punched through it and sank into his gut. The man staggered back with a cough as blood coated his beard. Roots and vines lanced down from his legs to anchor him to the soil.

But that just held him in place when Nemesis finished his spin and his head came around to bite at the legionnaire. The dwarf’s shield was locked in place by Nemesis’ tail, and the arrows that deflected off his burning scales did nothing to slow the bite that clamped onto the soldier’s shoulder.

Armor crumpled and the man roared in pain. Nemesis could smell his radiating heat start to burn the muscular figure, and his nostrils flared at the anticipation of a well-cooked meal. He shook his head like a dog with a rat, and something in the dwarf broke. One huge arm came free and dropped to the mud with a wet splat.

Talia had curved into a sudden loop instead of following him to the ground, and while the archers were firing at his scales, she landed on top of them in a blaze of fire. The near-white flames cooked the ground into stone, and both elves vanished into clouds of ashes in a blink.

With only a single arm, the dwarf was forced to abandon his shield. He drew a heavy hammer from his belt and swung at Nemesis—only to find Talia’s mouth closing around his forearm. Her jaws crushed his armored bracer and left him wide open for Nemesis. The black dragon rammed a horn into the man’s chest to split his heart in two. More blood burst from his lips—this time, he didn’t recover.

“Is that all of them?” Talia asked out loud. She swung her head in a slow arc to see if she could spot anything, but the mana from their attacks was making the entire area glow. Nemesis would have been just as blind had he not had his psionic senses.

“There are no more thoughts,” he said. He couldn’t help feeling somewhat… disappointed. “I expected more from them.” To make matters worse, the dwarven soldier had shrunk back to his original size and was barely a mouthful now. Nemesis huffed in annoyance and nudged the corpse toward Talia.

She preened at the sign of affection and carefully peeled off the man’s belongings before she daintily swallowed him. Only after she’d finished picking bits of his hair from her back fangs did she reply, saying, “Well, we caught them by surprise. It’s possible the three that died on our first pass were their heavy hitters.”

Nemesis paused his sniffing around the ashen grounds to see if any of their gear had survived. “That’s a good point. The archers were probably scouts; the dwarves were clearly their defensive unit. I wonder what role the other man we killed played?”

It is a fun intellectual puzzle, because the world rarely divides people neatly into categories. Even dragons are more than the Scaleguard classifications we’re given. By rights, I should be a squishy little sneak who attacks using the power of my mind. Instead, I have grown beyond their system and defy their categories.

That made him wonder if their legion might have a dragon or two hidden within it. A War dragon with Companion as a subcategory could easily hide among the soldiers, attacking only if the army was truly threatened. He made a note to remind the others of that, then went back to searching for anything that might look good in his hoard.

Tragically, not much had survived the fires.

They took what minimal gear they found and stored it in his ring, then launched themselves into the air and resumed their patrol. Nemesis took stock of how weak his flame core felt and said, “I won’t be able to disguise myself like that back to back with the same core. Keeping my body shrouded in that much mana drains me too quickly.”

Talia wove her body in a loop around him and stretched out her tail to stroke along his. “Do you think it’ll be worth it?”

Nemesis considered the devastation they had left behind in that scorched bit of bog. “If they find where their patrol was killed, they’ll either think it was two dragons with fire affinity… or one extremely powerful one. If they believe an S-rank flame dragon is lurking in the fog they’ll be very careful indeed.”

Nodding, Talia said, “That would definitely be to our advantage. But how long will it take that core to recover to full strength?”

It was a good question, and Nemesis locked his wings to glide for a moment while he assessed his internal world. His fire core was banked, but he could easily sense its recovery rate. “At least a day to be able to pull that same trick off,” he decided, “but I’ll be able to breathe fire once more in a few hours. It’s the mana aura that uses most of the power.”

“Well, let’s find another patrol and this time… try lightning!”

Laughing, they curved away from the sect in search of their next kill.


Chapter Seven


Sadly, they didn’t come across any other isolated patrols. It would seem that the group they’d found had been the farthest-forward scouting patrol. Nemesis sensed a few other patrols, but those had at least double the manpower, and he didn’t want to rush their confrontation.

In the end, they chose to head back to the sect.

Nemesis used his telepathy to fill Alecto in on what he and Talia had done, then glided past the city and higher into the mountains until the glaciers spread wide beneath him. His mental scans revealed no threats as they dove and slipped back within the massive lair that had been constructed to house Persephone’s lava-infused father.

The same spirit beast’s whose betrayal and demise had led to the massive lake of lava that churned beneath their floating mountain home. Just a sign of how short-sighted and foolish the humanoid cultivators are, Nemesis thought. Persephone’s father might have reached levels strong enough to offer them permanent protection from the Empire. His mana would have transformed the entire mountain for the better…

Though that led Nemesis to wondering if there was a secondary reason the sect had banded together to betray the elder dragon. Mana so heavily influenced by lava and destruction might have rendered the mountain unlivable to most of the cultivators. If they lacked the strength to stand up to the heat, they’d have been forced to flee… and move away from the divine pillar that keeps the ambient mana here so powerful.

A final piece of the puzzle clicked into place for the black dragon. He shook his head at how foolish he had been not to realize it before. He knew dragons influenced the world around them. His own lair at the legion outpost had grown progressively more acidic and toxic while he’d cultivated there. That was why he’d slept in an isolated chamber away from Harper and Min. Perhaps it is fortunate that I have so many cores now. The balance of mana around me doesn’t skew so much toward an unhealthy environment anymore.

That thought saw Nemesis pausing near the bottom of the obsidian globe that held all of his companions in their magical cocoons. He closed his eyes and took a second to inhale heavily through his nostrils to get a sense of the mana in the air.

The energy floating out from his body was thick and strong, tasting of fire, acid, lightning, ice, darkness, and poison. Yet inside that mana were hints of water as well. Beyond that, the energies mixed around him to form something else. He didn’t have a name for the field. But it was far more balanced than it had been before his ascension to A-rank.

Additionally, the energies floating off Talia blended seamlessly with his. Her flames were pure and powerful, and that purifying mana she’d begun cultivating had blossomed into a healing energy that countered his poison perfectly.

Just as Persephone’s light mana negated the shadows he created… and her mana also harmonized with his. The three of us are creating our own balance, and that mostly cancels out the negative aspects of having too much of any one mana in the area. And since our dual cultivation bonds us deeply, we’re complementing each other perfectly.

For just a brief moment, Nemesis was awed by the synchrony that they had created between themselves. He turned his crimson eyes on the pale form of Persephone wrapped in a protective coil around their riders and Joat. Pride swelled inside of him, a warm, loving rush of feelings that left him speechless.

Then he blew the air out his nostrils in a pleased snort. I was right all those years ago when I told Harper I would be the greatest of dragons, he thought smugly. Then he turned his attention on Talia. “Can you take over for Persephone? I think she and I should go out and harry the legionnaires further. Then when we return, assuming the transformation is still ongoing, you two can go. I’ll remain behind to protect our riders for that turn.”

Talia’s golden head bobbed in a simple nod. “What do you think their purified bloodline will do for them?” she asked.

Nemesis didn’t truly understand how the integration of bloodlines into cultivators worked, except that it somehow deepened their foundation and gave them access to traits held by the spirit beasts they used. Not that he wanted to tell Talia that. He had an aura of wisdom to maintain, after all.

“Knowing Harper’s alchemical skills? I am sure they’ll come out spectacular,” he said after a few seconds. “Though I worry about Joat. When the others activated their bloodlines, Artax used his final moments to infuse all of them with soul mana. We don’t have that to give her.”

Talia turned her luminous eyes on where Joat was surrounded by formations glowing in the obsidian walls of the cave. The young girl wasn’t cocooned like the others, but mana swirled and shimmered in a storm around her. “I think she’ll be okay. The girl certainly has the soul of a dragon.”

Dropping his jaw open to reveal his fangs, Nemesis responded with a draconic smile. His lips peeled back to maximize the majestic sight. “Indeed, I chose well in my adoptive daughter.” He sent a surge of pride toward Joat’s mind and felt a sleepy warmth accepting it. Then their attention was drawn to Persephone as she opened her jaws in a yawn that echoed through the chamber.

“You two are so loud,” the older dragon whined. “Whhhhhyyyyyyyyy?”

Nemesis rolled his eyes, and then stretched his neck so he could brush his jawbone across the gleaming silver snout. “Because you’re being lazy and I need your help to kill some imperials.”

That caused Persephone’s eyes to pop open. “Really?” she asked with obvious excitement.

“Yup,” Talia confirmed while she began nudging Persephone out of place so she could curl her own golden bulk around the riders. While Talia was much broader in her shoulders and hips than Persephone, she still had a slimmer frame than Nemesis.

He knew then he wouldn’t be able to coil between the cocoons.

Persephone was dancing from foot to foot and after a moment effortlessly lifted herself into the sky without wings. Nemesis knew it was a power that stemmed from a pearl-like organ hidden in the base of the silver dragon’s skull. Humans coveted those dragon pearls because of the variety of magical abilities they could grant. Many young dragons—even hatchlings—were slaughtered to gather the pearls.

Which did nothing to make him want one less. Because strong as he’d grown, he still couldn’t lift himself completely with his telekinesis. He let out a grunt and dismissed that minor longing, turning to give Talia her own head rub before he moved away from the others so his takeoff wouldn’t disrupt their cultivation.

Meanwhile, Persephone was talking to herself. “Gonna kill some humans, humans, humans, gonna kill some elves, elves, elves,” she hummed. “Was your hunting any good?” she asked once he was in the air.

“We came across one patrol of decent strength. A team of seven. We wiped them out, but only one was strong enough to survive the flames and be devoured,” he said.

“That’s because fire is messy,” Persephone said with a lofty tone that drew a huff from Talia before the flying pair drew too far away for the gold to overhear. “Light is far cleaner and almost always leaves me something to eat.”

“I seem to remember your lances vaporizing more than a few spirit beasts when you were training us to hunt,” Nemesis said.

Persephone merely twisted herself through a coil in midair and flicked her tail in dismissal. “Bah. Those don’t count. They were so weak they wouldn’t have helped my cultivation anyway.”

She wasn’t wrong. Nemesis had come to realize that Persephone had been stunting her own growth while she’d lived at Fort Talon and trained the hatchlings there. Her need to remain clear of Kolos’ praetorian guard had forced her to eat spirit beasts far below those optimal to develop her power.

Pumping his wings to clear the cave, Nemesis paused in thought for several long moments before finally asking a question that had occurred to him some time ago. “How did you conceal the fact you were stalling your growth from…?” He trailed off and didn’t finish her former rider’s name. He’d held off on this topic for fear of resurrecting the grief she had struggled with.

“Glaive? Oh, he knew I wasn’t growing. We argued about it, but he accepted my decision when I pointed out the odds of being forced to produce eggs with Kolos if I reached S-rank and was taken into the guard,” Persephone answered promptly.

There was a flare of dark sadness that welled within her when she spoke of her former rider, but he felt her push it down and harden herself against it. Something passed between them along the bonds they’d forged in their cultivation, but he didn’t have a name for it.

Whatever it was, it inspired Nemesis to shift closer so she could momentarily wrap her entire body around his and cuddle her head along the back of his skull. He was forced to flex his wings harder to keep their combined weight in the air, but they were up to the task.

“He couldn’t handle the thought of you mating with Kolos?” Nemesis asked. His own question had come out with far more of a growl than he’d intended, but that was the right and proper jealousy of a dragon forced to consider his mate with another. It was all he could do not to spit venom across the glacier.

Persephone let out a giggle and her fangs momentarily gnawed at the base of his powerful horn. She worried it for a moment, then released it to slide back into the sky. “Glaive looked at me as a little sister. He couldn’t stand when I flirted with anyone. I did it constantly to annoy him, but never crossed the line—his pride wouldn’t have stood for me falling off the pedestal of virgin maiden he’d placed me on in his own head. The idea of me actually laying eggs? Horrified him.”

Nemesis rolled his eyes at the stupidity of humans. Persephone was hundreds of years old. Trying to force her to live like a priestess was ridiculous. “That’s stupid,” he said, “and I for one am quite glad to have rid you of that pesky virginity.”

Persephone’s silver scales seemed to turn pink along her jaw and muzzle, but Nemesis was sure that was a trick of the light. Though he sensed the flood of pride, embarrassment, excitement, and lust that flared through her at the same time.

“Me too!” she agreed. “Now, race you to the humans!” she called while bursting into a beam of light and flashing away from him. He already knew from past experience he had no real technique that could keep up with her when she used her light mana that way.

‘Cheater!’ he sent telepathically before she got out of range. Her tinkling mental laughter radiated back at him while he pushed himself to follow at his best speed. He sent a trickle of lightning mana into his wings and briefly shot forward, but the technique left a lot to be desired.

Still too wasteful. If I dedicate the entire core into powering my body, my speed rises, but it drains fast as well. With how valuable the lightning is for attacking, I hate emptying the core just to double my speed.

Nemesis was no longer built for pure agility and speed. As a hatchling, he’d used his small size, nimble frame, and precision to fight, but he had left that agility behind in his growth. His frame had always been wide in the torso, but with his rise to A-rank he’d finally filled out and now had muscle rippling all over his body.

The spikes that had emerged along the final tip of his tail to jut out to either side like blades of bone seemed to solidify that he’d become something of a brawler. His build was not the mass of a War dragon, nor the lean power of a Mount. He also lacked the slender majesty of a Magus, and while he was every bit as beautiful as the few Companion dragons he had seen, he was far more powerful.

My body is a hybrid of all the categories, he decided, and superior because of that. I take the best elements from all of them and make them my own. But… I also lack their specialties.

That last thought left a bitter taste in his mouth. Because it was true, to an extent. Cambus’ bulk had been sturdier on a pound-for-pound level, and Artax had always been stronger; Talia and Persephone processed and channeled mana better than he did.

Yet despite falling somewhat behind them in individual categories, Nemesis knew himself to be more powerful for them. The gestalt of his powers left him with no true exploitable weaknesses. Even his inability to form his mana into external techniques wasn’t a true detriment, because few could counter his psionic abilities.

He nodded to himself and focused on catching up to Persephone. The glowing point that marked her was doing loops in the air to taunt him into expending more energy to keep up. He contented himself with his steady flight, since it gave him the ammunition to needle her when he arrived.

“Hope I didn’t keep you waiting long?” he asked in a playful tone. “And you’d best not be too tired when we finally find the soldiers.”

“Dream on,” she countered. A flick of her tail bounced off his nose while she twisted herself into a knot in the air before him. “I’ll kill at least twice as many as you. Slowpokes never win.”

“Oh… would you like to make a bet?”

That caused a mixture of caution and excitement to surge through her. He felt her mind racing while she likely ran the odds through her head. Then she evened her flight into a smooth glide alongside him. “Sure,” she said, doing her best to sound casual. “Whoever kills the most legionnaires before the sun goes down gets to eat the bodies.”

Nemesis narrowed his eyes. “Before the next sun rises,” he countered. “The sun will likely be rising by the time we reach the edges of the mist barrier and we both know you can use the sun to enhance your powers. Even in the fog.”

She let out a pouting sound. “Fine, sunrise to sunrise. But it’s not my fault you don’t use the elements to your advantage.” Despite the pout, Nemesis sensed her pride in his ability to spot the little trap she’d tried to lay.

The fact she still often felt like his teacher always seemed to thrill her. He let out a contented noise. “You’re right. I’ll have to fix that little oversight while we’re fighting the soldiers,” he agreed.

“Wait, wait, hold on! What do you mean by that! Nemmy! NEMMY! WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY THAT!” she yelled.

But he was already folding his wings and diving away from her and down into the mist.


Chapter Eight


Her comments had given him an idea for how to both conceal his presence in the fog and improve his lethality.

Because Persephone was right: he had overlooked a resource that would have saved some of his energy while out with Talia. The mist barrier itself filled the air with a constant mixture of cold and water mana that kept the atmosphere saturated with the heavy, blinding fog.

Which meant that when he flooded his body with ice mana, he’d soon acquired a frosty-white coating for his scales that took almost no effort to maintain and hid him like a ghost. Persephone’s silver scales had almost the same effect—he could tell the two of them were extremely hard to spot in the roiling clouds.

Once she’d caught up to him and taken in his icy scales, she nodded in approval. He established the mental link between them and sent, ‘When I was with Talia, I used flames to make myself appear as a fire dragon.’

‘But now you realize that ice will drain far slower in these mists?’ she asked.

‘Exactly. It seems my teacher still has lessons for me,’ he offered happily.

‘Always,’ she answered, and the raw affection and love radiating from her thoughts caused him to flush happily. ‘And things to learn as well. After all, thanks to you I’ve come far closer to S-rank than I was at Fort Talon.’

Nemesis knew she hadn’t gained much actual power through their dual cultivations; instead, his mana had acted like a grindstone and purified her. She’d once said that their sessions cleared away years of impurities gained from stalling her own growth.

‘Yes,’ he sent smugly, ‘sex with me has made all of you better women.’

She opened her jaws in shock, but managed to stifle the outraged squeal he could see trying to escape. Her throat visibly flexed, and then she latched her jaw around his horn and shook his head like an angry dog. Fortunately for him, he’d advanced his Physicality score to the point she could no longer simply overpower him.

‘Take that back,’ she cried over their mental bond. ‘That’s so rude to say!’

‘But it’s the truth!’ he sent back while containing his laughter. ‘You’re all more powerful after we fu—’ Cutting off the mental teasing, Nemesis snapped his attention downward; he sensed numerous mind sparks beneath them. ‘Patrol. Twice the size of the group I found with Talia. Not all of them are as powerful, but none are weak.’

Persephone instantly released his horn and turned her focus toward the earth below. The outline of rocky ground and hills were faintly visible through the fog, and Nemesis sensed how heavy the earth mana was underneath. They had to be in the foothills that came off the mountains… but he knew he hadn’t flown them so far that they should be nearing the passes the army was projected to take.

I didn’t think any part of the mountains extended this deep into the fog, he thought while waiting for Persephone to use her mana senses to evaluate the group below them. I really should take the time to study the maps of the lands inside the mists.

Chiding himself for that oversight, he focused on flying as quietly as he could.

Which was very quiet indeed.

The mental sparks below gave no signs that the soldiers realized they had a pair of predators circling them. He carefully scanned their minds and found that they were escorting someone important back to the army. It took him a second to find the thought, then a chill ran down his spine.

‘This group has one of our sect hunters as a prisoner in their midst,’ he sent to Persephone. ‘They’re confident their commander can force him to reveal the secrets to finding the sect through the fog.’

‘Have they interrogated him yet?’ she asked. They both knew legionnaires would have communication talismans, so any secrets they’d pulled from their guest had likely already been transmitted to their commanders.

He was still sifting through their minds. An unconscious presence among them was most likely the hunter. That mind was useless to Nemesis—he couldn’t read the thoughts of someone who’d been knocked out.

One of the soldiers must have been sensitive to mental energies, because Nemesis felt a surge of alarm blast through the group. Then one blew a horn and a dome of power bubbled outward to push his telepathy away.

‘They sensed me before I could tell what they learned. The hunter is unconscious, and now they’ve warded their group,’ he sent to Persephone.

‘Then we’ll have to try and take one or two alive so we can interrogate them,’ Persephone concluded in a grim tone. Her mind had turned razor-focused now that their presence was detected, and Nemesis sensed the other dragon gathering mana all around her. It caused a luminous glow to begin forming in the fog.

It also served as a beacon that quickly drew attacks.

Arrows crackling with lightning mana flew up at her. They were swiftly followed by two spears dripping with poison and what appeared to be a boulder of lava. Persephone nimbly twisted between the attacks and Nemesis saw the arrows burn to a crisp in the light that flowed over her scales.

While she made a distraction of herself, he circled out and then let himself land atop the rocky ground. His arrival was noted. Several of the mind sparks flickered, and he wasn’t shocked when stone spikes started lancing up through the ground to burst out at his belly a split-second later.

He ruthlessly shattered them with his telekinesis, then tried something new: Nemesis did his best to hold the ground still under his footsteps. Tamping the vibrations in the earth telekinetically, he crept toward that bubble of mana guarding the group. Two of the figures had shifted position and begun moving in his direction.

Nemesis gathered his mana deep into his throat and breathed in slowly through his nostrils to fill his lungs. Mist and fog started steaming around his body with the sudden drop in temperature. The two elves in elaborate armor advancing on him paused at the atmospheric change.

Then he exhaled.

They didn’t have time to scream before the cloud of frigid air blasted over them and coated their bodies in several inches of ice and snow. The blizzard roaring from his mouth washed past them and impacted the shield of mana the group hid within. Ice began to form in a thick shell that half-covered their position. Techniques went off inside that barrier, and several different energies sought to reinforce it against his breath.

His jaw closed with a snap and then his teeth ground together while he used his mind to rip the minds from the two frozen legionnaires. Once their lives ended within their icy tomb, he crept past the corpses. ‘Two,’ he mentally tallied. Then he had to sigh as a beam of brilliant light lanced down through the fog to spear straight through the formation.

Screams rang out and he felt several weaker cultivators die. ‘And three for you,’ he sent to Persephone. Giggling was all he got back, but then she was dodging a renewed series of attacks that kept flying up into the air at her glowing form.

Nemesis nudged several of those attacks with his telekinesis to ensure they wouldn’t easily hit Persephone, then he focused the power of his mind on the shield before him. He found he could squeeze the mana barrier and hold it relatively still—still enough that when his colossal tail slammed down the spikes shattered the thing like a glass dome.

He hadn’t actually been aiming for the human that managed to catch his spike like a sword swallower, but he wasn’t complaining when his kill count rose to three. He didn’t give the corpse a second thought before flicking his tail to lob the body at one of the archers who had a lightning bow in hand.

That woman let out an awkward squawk at catching a corpse to the stomach and folded around her dead companion. Nemesis seized the chance to twist her head completely around telekinetically while she was distracted. ‘And now four,’ he sent with a laugh.

‘No fair! Now that you’re in the middle of them I can’t attack so easily,’ she protested. ‘I’m coming down too!’

Snarling, Nemesis raised his foreleg and blocked the swing of a flame-covered ax as one of the more powerful cultivators leaped into the air and swung down at him. The blow actually cracked several of his scales, which impressed him. Sadly for the soldiers, with him occupying their attention, none of them were ready for Persephone’s sudden presence.

Her head came out of the fog like a crocodile bursting from the water; first, she closed her jaws around a woman sheathed in icy mana with a clop that echoed through the fog. ‘Four for me too!’ she insisted. Nemesis almost chided her on how she’d clearly swallowed the torso she’d just bitten in half, so she was eating the spoils.

The only reason he didn’t was because he was sliding his head to the side so he could catch another ax blow on his horn. The warrior coming after him had a movement technique that let him vanish in small explosions of flame and reappear in a new position. The short-range teleports were surprisingly good at avoiding Nemesis’ attacks.

That helped the man not at all when Nemesis opened his mouth and belched a cloud of frost and ice over him that coated his entire body. Nemesis was somewhat surprised the cultivator survived the attack. Especially given two of the weaker members of their team died just from standing at the fringes of his breath.

He didn’t let the surprise stop him from spearing the man through his stomach on a horn. To his annoyance, the armored corpse refused to come off that horn, so Nemesis was forced to pause and use a foot to scrape the body clear. ‘Seven,’ he smugly projected to Persephone.

Only to see that she’d turned herself into a ribbon of light that cut the last four cultivators in half. The liquid beam seared his eyes, so he had to look away until she’d reformed into her scaled body. ‘And I ended up with eight,’ she answered. She was every bit as smug as he was, and he didn’t blame her.

‘Fine, you win this one,’ he conceded.

“Yessss, first round goes to me!” she shouted happily. The fog seemed to muffle the sounds of her good cheer. Nemesis let her celebrate while he used his telekinesis to gather up as much of the material from their camp as he could into his ring.

Persephone sniffed at the scout that was bound in the center of their camp, confirming what he’d sensed just after they’d launched their attack: the legionnaires had slit their prisoner’s throat to stop him from being rescued.

The black dragon silently stored the body so they could return it to the sect. Then, he watched Persephone eating the rest of the corpses. “Weren’t we going to wait until the end of the bet to eat the spoils?” he asked in a mild, rumbling tone.

Persephone froze, staring at him with a leg hanging from her mouth. She flicked her head up to swallow it down, then let out a belch. “If we store all of those bodies we’ll have less room for loot and treasure,” she pointed out while glancing from side to side like a guilty hatchling. “Better to eat them after each battle.”

Nemesis considered that for a moment, then let out his breath in a long sigh. “Fine… you’re lucky you’re cute… and I like loot more than mediocre cultivators.” He leaned forward to bump his head against hers, then they went back to rummaging through the battlefield. Both of them were quite pleased to be able to salvage the weapons and other items from the camp—though they’d each completely ruined at least two sets of armor.

Still, I am sure the materials can be reused, Nemesis thought. He was also content to find that none of the coin purses had been eaten. Though if the woman Persephone had bisected kept a hidden pouch in her breastplate, that was gone.

Once Persephone was done eating, the pair launched back into the air and resumed their patrol. Nemesis found that the fog barrier did restore much of the mana he expended keeping his body coated in frost, and Persephone drew her light deep into her core to avoid glowing in the mist.

They found a few more patrols, but mostly filled with weaker cultivators. Nemesis edged ahead of her in terms of kill count when he caught an entire group in one blast of frost and none of them summoned a defensive technique in time.

Of course, that just gave Persephone ammunition to tease him about going after the cultivators too puny to defend themselves.

He was having the time of his life hunting soldiers with his mate at his side. He’d even allowed himself to think that the threat of these legionnaires wasn’t as great as they’d feared. That chain of thought was brought to a crashing halt by the sudden scream of gryphons diving through the fog at him.

Claws raked across his wings and sent his blood spraying into the air as talons tore the tough leather between his wing-fingers. “Aaaaaah,” he roared, pain raging through his body. Some kind of foreign mana had coated those talons and it immediately began invading his system.

He twisted in mid-air and exhaled a cloud of ice that slammed into the next two gryphons in the formation. His tail snapped at the one that had struck him, but the damned thing’s speed allowed it to slip past his reprisal.

Persephone blazed into a blinding light that disrupted the last three gryphons in the group. They flinched back from the light, so she used the chance to lunge upward like a snake to clamp her jaws down around the center of the middlemost beast.

The gryphons he’d hit with his breath struggled to stay in the air. Numerous feathers shattered each time they flapped their wings, but they weren’t the only ones dropping toward the ground. Nemesis felt the strain on his torn wing, and even with his mana trying to reinforce it, the flesh was parting.

Being larger, he hit the ground first and quickly folded his wings to make it harder for follow-up attacks to strike him. Though that did nothing to stop the steel spear that materialized out of nowhere from spearing through his left front leg. Once clear of the other side of his limb, the thing spiked into the ground and sprouted barbs across its entire length.

“We’ve pinned one of the beasts, everyone attack!” came the cry from the legionnaire who’d thrown the spear. Another was already forming in the woman’s hand; Nemesis realized they were some kind of metal mana technique, similar to what Harper used.

When he jerked his leg, the stone under his paw cracked. Pain burned through him and he found the spear lodged between two of the bones in his foreleg. He went to telekinetically crush the barbs, but his focus was split by having to twist his head to avoid diving gryphons while also swatting arrows from the sky with his mind.

“Get away from my mate!” Persephone screamed.

Then the heavens above him ignited in a white light that momentarily burned away all of the fog concealing them. Nemesis felt a wave of heat that caused his body to steam as it melted the ice coating his frame.


Chapter Nine


Nemesis rapidly blinked his crimson eyes, trying to regain his sight.

Persephone did nothing to make that task easier. Flashes of color silently popped in the sky above him, so he was forced to rely on his mental senses to track the action, which involved Persephone swirling like a tornado while gryphons and cultivators flew around her in an angry swarm.

That didn’t, it turned out, stop some of them for coming after him.

A pair of bright mind sparks shot in his direction, making him twist his head to avoid the heated blade that tried to carve into his skull. While his ability to dodge was limited because of the spear he’d yet to tear free of the ground, he still managed to avoid the blow.

Nemesis swung his tail with more speed than his foe had expected. At least that was his assumption—his thagomizers impaling the gryphon through its fragile chest supported that. The cultivator with the flaming weapon leaped clear and spun with enough speed to carve a deep furrow into his tail.

Roaring in pain, Nemesis yanked his tail away and kicked back with a hind foot. The move seemed to surprise the cultivator, because the attack hit—his claws carved into the figure’s armor before sending it skidding across the stony ground. But Nemesis didn’t smell fresh blood. Turning his head in the direction he’d booted the figure, he unleashed a blizzard of ice and snow.

OW! Nemesis jerked his head back when something sharp and flaming impaled his cheek. Did they throw that? He reached up with his uninjured front leg and tore the spear free of his muzzle. The mana inside the blade tried to burn through his claws, but the icy energy in his own scales overwhelmed it. Nemesis stored the weapon in his ring.

“Give that back!” a feminine voice yelled. “My father made that for me!”

“Not a chance,” he replied with a laugh. “Seriously, who asks for a weapon back after stabbing someone in the face with it?”

Taunting the woman was fun, especially since her outraged cry confirmed her position. Well, her altitude, and that was important when he redirected several arrows flying down at him toward her instead. The series of clanging thuds he heard, and her fading mind, made it clear she’d caught all of them for him.

The momentary reprieve in attackers meant he could focus on the metal spear impaling his leg. He felt the anchoring spikes, and when he tried to crush them with his telekinesis the metal shifted like liquid and reformed. He wasn’t sure if the spear itself was an enchanted weapon, or if this was merely an advanced technique belonging to the cultivator who threw it.

If I figure out who did this, they are definitely getting eaten, he thought in annoyance. His grumbling was interrupted by the archer sending yet another volley of arrows at him. He deftly caught them and sent them right back into the sky. This time, he traced the focused mind spark that he felt staring at him and directed those arrows to chase the figure down.

The archer proved to be an amazing gryphon rider, because they dodged three separate attacks from Persephone before his volley caught up to them. Nemesis heard a gryphon’s scream of pain and sighed.

It really is harder to aim without being able to see. I might need to practice more blind fighting. His vision was finally starting to clear, but he had odd speckles swimming around that made it hard to focus on anything in particular. He wasn’t sure how much was the fog barrier and how much was lingering spots from the flashing lights.

Then one of the speckles sliced through several of Persephone’s scales and left a long, bloody rent in her side and he realized they were actually liquid-metal globs zooming through the air. Outrage boiled his blood and his gaze swept the sky in an attempt to find the metal cultivator giving them so much trouble.

Finally, the black dragon spotted the man. They’d clearly killed his gryphon, because the cultivator was now hovering on a disk of steel while directing his techniques using a slender steel baton. Nemesis felt power radiating off of him and had no doubt he was highly advanced. Several floating tower shields orbited the man’s body, ready to protect him from attacks.

Nemesis let his telekinetic sense roam over the figure in an attempt to see if he had any defenses against psionics. When the dragon found none, he immediately used his mental powers to agitate the tiny particles that comprised the man’s bones.

Flames burst out of his lips, eyes, ears, and every other hole in the cultivator’s body—Nemesis had shattered the bones within him and forced them to burst into flames. The hovering bits of metal collapsed toward the ground along with the man’s body. To Nemesis’ surprise, however, the cultivator was actually still alive.

He was writhing in agony, but Nemesis sensed the cultivator trying to restore his skeleton with some kind of healing technique. Telekinesis dragged him over, stripping gear off him the entire time, and when the naked, screaming body arrived, Nemesis spat a thin stream of venom onto his face. The head melting did a marvelous job of quieting his agonized shrieks. Sadly, the whole encounter confirmed the damned spear in his foreleg was some kind of enchanted object.

It was still trying to burrow deeper into the stone and continue anchoring him to the land.

The worst part was that Nemesis didn’t want to break it because he suspected Harper would truly love all of the cultivator’s gear. Which left a rather painful option. Reluctantly, Nemesis lowered his head and began to carefully chew through the side of his own leg.

He made sure to collect every scale he tore free, as well as the blood and bits of bone—all of it went into his storage ring. Just as he jerked his leg to the side to tear it free of the spear, he noted his ring was starting to feel a bit bloated. I guess there is a limit to what this thing can store, he mused. At least the spear fit inside of it.

He stared at his leg and watched the muscle and bone wriggle while his mana coursed through it. The fact his body was already healing only confirmed how much his power had grown. At B-rank that wound would have crippled him.

Persephone landed near by him and inspected the damage. “I could have cut that free,” she pointed out in an accusing voice.

“I didn’t want to damage the spear. Enchanted with metal mana the way it is, Harper will love it.”

Persephone sighed and extended a foot while pinching her claws. A thin beam of light shot forth, carving a precise line in the soil. “I could have done a cleaner job opening your leg, then,” she said, exasperated. “You’re so stubborn.”

Nemesis extended his head and ran his jaw along her neck. “I let you protect me. Isn’t that a sign of trust?”

Persephone arched her neck proudly for a moment, then thumped her skull against his. “Let me? You were pinned to the ground. How were you planning on getting out of that without me?”

Nemesis calmly walked over to one of the gryphon corpses and started ravenously devouring it. Only after he’d consumed the corpse did he offer an answer, saying, “I’d have torn the boulder the spear was stuck to free of the bedrock, then floated it alongside my leg. After that, I’d have broken the stone apart and used its pieces as ammunition against the gryphons.”

Persephone, who had begun eating her own gryphon, paused to cock a head in thought. “Yes… I could see that working. Are you saying you could have taken the entire squadron without me?”

Letting out a slow rumble, Nemesis moved to his next meal. “Probably not,” he admitted. “They had some advanced stealth techniques and I barely sensed them before they attacked… and the move I used on that metal cultivator took a lot of concentration. He was very strong.”

“Nearly S-rank, I believe,” Persephone confirmed. “The flame cultivator you killed was also quite powerful. If their archers had been more than mediocre, it would have been far tougher for us. The gryphons were also weaker than I’d have expected. I’m guessing they were either replacement mounts or this group weren’t primarily cavaliers.”

“Huh,” Nemesis grunted, “I thought gryphons only allowed one person to ride them?”

Spitting out a few feathers, Persephone delicately lifted a charred cultivator to swallow. “With great difficulty, some can be trained to allow elites to ride them, but part of the process is dominating them through weight of cultivation…”

She let it hang, but Nemesis grasped her point easily. “Which means the mounts are on the weaker side.” He felt an odd pride that she bobbed her head and looked at him with approval. Nemesis had to remind himself he wasn’t a student anymore, but he still felt the flesh beneath his scales warming. “It also means their dedicated cavalry will probably be more effective.”

“Yes. My guess is they’re holding most of those forces back for when they finally locate our base. We both know how important air superiority can be when attacking a fortification. They’d be fools to lose that advantage… and nobody that foolish could survive the march out from the Empire.”

After giving the last of the area a onceover for dropped gear or other bits of loot, Nemesis spread his wings and threw himself into the sky. Various weapons and other tidbits floated around him, so Persephone gave those a wide berth as she floated up to join him. “Ring full?” she asked curiously.

“I think so. It resisted the last object I put in,” he said. Together, they began making their way back in the direction of the sect. It was earlier than he had intended they return, but they were both wounded and Nemesis needed to clear the junk out of his ring. “I never emptied the feathers, talons, or beak from that big spirit bird. Or its crystal antlers… and I am sure there’s other stuff I meant to give to the girls to craft with in here.”

“Hoarder,” Persephone teased.

“Of course,” he answered with pride. “I am a dragon, after all.”

They shared a laugh, then settled in to fly in silence for a time. Nemesis allowed the ice mana to stop circulating through his scales and the frost gradually melted off of him to reveal his black form once more. While the strain of impersonating a frost-oriented dragon hadn’t been nearly as severe as flame, his core still felt notably weaker than it had before they’d left.

With his leg pulling mana to heal the damage, and his other injuries doing the same, Nemesis knew he needed to spend some time restoring his reserves once he’d made it back. The gryphons weren’t going to help his cultivation, weak as they were, but they would replenish the physical energy he’d used.

‘I’m glad I can trust you and Talia to work together without me,” he sent telepathically. He found himself enjoying the quiet and didn’t want to break it. ‘If you still feel up to going out after all that.’ Not that he believed for a moment that Persephone could resist going out a second time.

‘Of course I’ll feel up to it,’ Persephone replied with a haughty tone that didn’t match the excited emotions coursing through her. ‘Without your slow wings dragging us down, we can have fun using spells on the patrols. They’ll never know what hit them.’

Nemesis considered that for a second. ‘Likely true,’ he conceded. ‘Some dragons do have to hang back with how fragile they ar—ow!’ His taunting was interrupted when she shot over and smacked the top of his skull with the tip of her tail. ‘So violent!’

‘You’re still a brat, youngling,’ she said back with a tinkling mental laugh. ‘Don’t push it too far.’

Nemesis’ only response was a chuckle that echoed faintly in the air around them. The sun had begun to fall by that point and darkness was spreading through the fog. The inky clouds felt like home to Nemesis. Persephone was a shimmering river that constantly looped and spiraled around him; it took him a second to realize she was guarding him.

Having her move so protectively around him was both annoying and flattering. She’d declared him her mate while fighting the cultivators, and now that they were returning to base he could see that her protectiveness was still in full effect. She’s reacting to my injuries… and I know I’d do the same if she was the one with a damaged leg, he admitted to himself.

Paranoid, Nemesis took a second to scent the air, then quietly sighed in relief. He smelled no signs that Persephone was going into heat. Fort Talon had been very careful to isolate females in heat to keep them away from the hatchlings. Given many male dragons tended to be submissive toward females—and the ones in heat got territorial—it required careful handling.

Persephone and Talia might struggle to be around each other if they’re in heat. That’s something to consider. I’ll have Harper talk to them about it. It’s important to know when we might encounter something that can drive a wedge through our group.

He knew the pair had established their own pecking order without much struggle. Persephone was clearly more powerful than Talia and the submissive gold hadn’t tried to challenge her. But that doesn’t mean Talia won’t flip when pheromones are involved.

It was a headache he didn’t want to deal with, which made pushing the conversations off onto Harper quite appealing.

By the time they reached their cavern, his leg had completely closed up. He had no chance of hiding the fact that he’d been hurt. The flesh was deformed where the bone was missing, giving his limb a lopsided look. Still, it was starting to heal and the skin was darkening with tiny scales. He found himself hoping that Min was still in the cocoon, because he knew she’d drain herself dry of mana trying to heal the wound.

Since it would take care of itself, he wasn’t concerned about it.

Ironically, the wound in his muzzle and the rent in the muscles of his tail were healing far more slowly than the others. Something about flames used to carve through his scales was stalling his healing. They didn’t hurt, but he disliked the feeling of the missing scales.

Those he wouldn’t object to Min trying to fix.

When he set down at the bottom of the cave, he used telekinesis to carefully place everything he’d been carrying with his mind on the floor. Lying down on the gold, Nemesis curled his body in a ring around the hibernating riders.

Talia was asking questions and he could hear Persephone filling her in, but he was too tired to stay awake. Nemesis let out a loud yawn, then settled himself in for a restorative nap.


Chapter Ten


He was vaguely aware of Persephone prodding him to empty his ring and did so without truly waking. During his nap, he could sense how the other dragons sorted and moved all the pieces into the various bedrooms they had converted into storage and workshops.

Nemesis was quite content to let most of his consciousness sleep while they handled the mundane details of organizing the various bits of spirit beasts, cores, coins, and all the broken gear. He felt like he’d barely reached deep sleep before he suddenly felt Joat’s mind revving back to full speed.

That was the only warning he got before a young child plastered herself across his nostril. “Nemmy! I have horns! This is so cool!”

Cracking open one eye, Nemesis focused his slit pupil on the tiny shape of his adopted daughter and noted that she did, indeed, have horns. They had formed as tiny nubs growing out of her forehead just above her eyes.

It was her eyes that drew his attention. Crimson irises filled her sockets completely with thin black slits for pupils. They were beautiful and captivating—exactly the same as his. A pleased rumble escaped him, and the vibrations bounced the squirming child up enough for her to land on top of his muzzle. She skipped toward his eye and sat cross-legged on the ridge of bone that supported his protective scales.

“Don’t I look cool?” she demanded. “Tell me I look cool! I’m all dragony now! I have claws too… and some scales. I think?”

She held out her hands to show that her fingernails ended in tiny points, and as she’d said, small scales now dotted the back of her forearms, hands, and seemed to stop about the elbow. Nemesis’ interest was further piqued when noticing she had scales of several different colors. He spotted black, red, and blue forming patches over the backs of her hands.

“How do you feel?” he asked. A quick mental scan confirmed that Persephone and Talia had left, and the riders were still encased in their cocoons. Joat had been the first to emerge from her transformation.

She wiggled from side to side happily—Nemesis blinked on realizing that her hair had changed. Gone were the scarlet curls that had puffed around her head like a wild cloud. Now her hair was the color of blood and flowed smoothly down her back like a river. The rich, deep color was vibrant against her pale skin.

Are her ears pointier? It was hard to tell because Joat kept moving her head like she couldn’t determine what part of her body she wanted to show him most. Her excitement was palpable. I think I could tell how much she was loving this even without my psionics, he thought in amusement.

Not that he blamed her for how much she enjoyed being that much closer to his own perfect being.

“I lo—” Her exclamation of joy was interrupted by a brilliant cracking sound. Nemesis’ head whipped up and over his shoulder because the noise came from the cocoons he was curled in a protective circle around. Joat let out a shriek, but since he was telekinetically holding her in place he wasn’t concerned. “Again!” she screamed once his head had stopped moving.

Both of them watched in amazement as the mana threads around the riders grew thin and brittle. Nemesis was once again struck by how much those shells resembled eggs. Though that did not prepare him for the sight of a steel-gray wing shattering through the side and then pushing down to crush more of the shell away.

Where he’d expected Harper, he was greeted by the sight of a metal-scaled dragon uncurling slowly while opening her jaws in a yawn. Her slender body was built much like his. Four legs, two wings, a long tail, sleek neck, and a narrow head with horns that arced forward to reach the tip of her nose.

All told, she was about twenty feet in length from nose to tail, though half of that length was her whip-like tail. He noted a sharp, serrated tilt to the spinal scales on her tail and realized it looked much like a lethal saw.

She opened her eyes and pools of brown stared at him for a moment. Love and affection flowed between them, only to be replaced by confusion and panic as she tried to climb to her feet. The sight of a dragon attempting to stand on her hind legs forced a laugh from him even while he stabilized her with his mind.

“Easy, your body isn’t the same as it was,” he said, doing his best to be soothing. “Try focusing on who you were and see if you change back.”

Nemesis had no idea if she could change back, but he didn’t know what else to suggest. He heard more cracking coming from the side. She wasn’t the only one ‘hatching,’ and he had to tear his eyes off her beautiful body to glance at the other two.

Min was an aquamarine dragon who resembled Persephone in her build. No trace of wings graced her frame, and her body was both longer and slimmer than Harper’s. She had crystalline horns like antlers spreading from her forehead and a mane of brilliant blonde hair framing her head. When she blinked, her blue eyes and awareness reached them and she opened her mouth. Whatever she’d started to say was lost when she sneezed and somehow knotted herself into a ball.

Nemesis did his best to ensure she wouldn’t hurt herself with her sharp-tined horns, but he also had to deal with Kaia. The crimson-haired warrior had been replaced by a heavily muscled dragon of orange scales. Of all of them, Kaia was the shortest but probably the heaviest. Thick red scales armored her back and sides, covering the orange scales that coated her legs, belly, neck, and tail and matched the flesh of her wings. Her horns were a crown that swept back to shield her neck.

Unlike the other two, Kaia had initially frozen and refused to move when she’d realized how alien her body was. She then started to shift one limb at a time with a slowness that was almost physically painful to watch.

But the same confusion and panic roared through her as the other two.

Nemesis linked their minds, and then sent, ‘Calm, everyone. Your bloodline awakenings seem to have transformed you into dragons. You’ll take comfort in knowing how beautiful you all are. Now, before you start to panic, let me send you some memories.’

Nemesis projected two dense memory collections at them. The first was how he’d learned to move and control his body after hatching. He could see their subconscious absorbing the information like sponges and felt relief that they started to calm down… though he could tell it wasn’t particularly helpful for Min because of her different form.

The second part of the memory collections was when he’d formed his elven body. He modified that one for each of them by replacing his self-image with his intimate knowledge of each of their own bodies.

That proved sufficient for them to shimmer and transform back into their own bodies.

Much to Joat’s disappointment.

The young girl had practically been trying to hammer through the scales around his eyes while babbling with excited joy. He wasn’t certain she’d taken a full breath since Harper had hatched, and it was only when she realized that all of the women were naked that she looked down at herself. “Ah! Where are my clothes?” the child shrieked.

Nemesis, who rarely paid attention to fashion, shrugged his wings. “Probably next to the formations you were transf—” It was as far as he got before she jumped, caught the ridge of his eyebrow, pulled herself up, and then ran down his back to jump into his hoard before sliding down the coins.

Then she was off, scurrying to find her robes.

Nemesis shook his head in amusement at the priorities of two-legs and drew several plain robes out of his storage ring to send to the riders. ‘Why didn’t you just give her a robe yourself?’ Harper silently asked. Exasperation rang through her mental voice, so Nemesis blew smoke at her in response.

‘She didn’t give me a chance? Also I didn’t even realize she was naked until she pointed it out. She was squirming so much I barely noticed anything but the changes.’

Min mentally laughed before saying, ‘She’s just excited to be tied to her adopted father. I think it’s cute.’

‘Besides,’ Kaia cut in, ‘it’s not like Nemesis has ever paid much attention to the need for clothing. Until we pointed out how good his robes made him look, he pouted whenever we made him dress. Talia’s the same way… or was before she started sewing her own.’

Huffing, Nemesis chose to ignore that and instead focused on the more-important things. ‘Can you change back into dragons at will? Are you all okay? What happened to you? Is your cultivation still stable?’

The rapid-fire questions silenced everyone, and Nemesis chose not to interrupt the intense concentration they all radiated. He saw them fall into a meditative trance one by one and knew they were examining their soul spaces.

While they did that, he let his mind trace the soul bonds that connected him to them. Harper’s was still the most potent, and its taste had changed. He didn’t know how else to describe the sensation. There was a depth to the bond that felt stronger, more… full. It was like someone had taken a favorite food and amplified the flavor with a complementary one that somehow blended in so seamlessly it didn’t change his appreciation at all.

The bonds with the others were the same. Richer, deeper, and just as pure.

Joat returned before they’d finished meditating, so he lifted her up to sit on the tip of his muzzle. She folded her legs under herself and stared down at the others. “What are they doing?” she asked.

“They’re looking inward to see if the full awakening of their bloodlines has damaged their cultivation foundations,” he said, giving her an honest answer. “There is some chance that such a fundamental change has completely altered who they are… which might jeopardize their ability to progress.”

Joat audibly swallowed. “W-w-will my new bloodline do that?” she asked in a tiny voice. Nemesis actually wasn’t sure if she’d managed to get the question out aloud or if he’d just heard it from her mind.

“It shouldn’t,” he replied softly. “Harper used the same potion formula she used on herself and the others. None of them had issues. She’d never gamble with your cultivation. But this is a good opportunity for you to do some meditation of your own and see if you can sense the changes to your system.”

Joat groaned. “But meditation is so boring!” she protested. He waited three heartbeats and she let out a rush of air. “Fiiiiiiinnneeee.”

“Good, take your time cultivating in here. The mana being released should help you grow as well.”

“Yeah, yeah,” the child muttered, even while she got herself comfortable so she could begin going over her soul. I’ve never seen anyone cultivate while lying flat on their back before. She truly is a unique… Nemesis’ proud thoughts ground to a halt when Joat began to snore. Or she might just be going to sleep.

Gently, he lifted her off of his head and floated her out of the obsidian cavern and down one of the halls Persephone had modified to remain continually open. It wasn’t hard to settle Joat in the room they’d prepared for her, and then he drew his awareness back to the main cave.

Min was the first to rouse. She stretched, and then moved to flop her back against his leg. “My foundation is still solid,” she said in an exhausted voice. “In fact, it’s far firmer than it used to be. My core is incredibly thick and my water and wood mana are perfectly balanced. There are subtle threads of wind and soul mana moving through it… it’s beautiful.”

“You sound tired,” Nemesis noted. “Are you okay?”

“If she feels like I do,” Kaia said while coming to drape herself against Min’s side, “then she feels like several wagons have run over her. My entire body feels stretched, squished, and cramped.”

“Yeah, that’s an accurate description,” Min agreed. “How’s your soul?”

Kaia offered a tired smile that did nothing to hide her excitement. “Fire and lightning blending together into a mana I can’t even identify. I feel like if I blink, I could develop my immortal soul.”

Min let out a sound of contentment and nodded her own agreement. Then both of them settled quietly to stare at Harper, waiting for her to finish. It took a surprisingly long time, and Min had fallen asleep by the time the half-elf stirred.

Harper stretched slowly, and when she rose to her feet and twisted her back she moved with far more fluidity than her customary grace. Nemesis took in every detail, noting the new power that flowed through her body. She was clearly stronger than she had been.

It wasn’t until their eyes met that he saw the truth.

Harper had already developed her immortal soul.

Flabbergasted, Nemesis couldn’t stop his jaw from dropping open. “How?” he asked in shock. “There was no tribulation!”

He inadvertently woke up Min. Kaia and the blonde immediately scrambled to their feet and shot over to Harper to examine her. The three women linked arms in something between a hug and a cuddle. Nemesis arched his neck until he was staring down at the trio from above.

His mana sense confirmed that he wasn’t going mad. While Min and Kaia were bursting with mana, Harper was the only one who gave off that faint, ephemeral sensation of more. He’d never broken the mental link between them all, but the thoughts and feelings from the trio at the moment flew far too fast to parse directly.

Fortunately, the gestalt of it all came through clearly.

Harper’s immortal soul had developed because of him. Their bond. That soul-deep connection of partnership that bonded them as rider and dragon. While she was transforming, he had still been digesting the power of that semi-divine bird.

A tiny fragment of that energy had escaped his own soul’s consumption and moved through the bond into Harper, who had torn it apart and made it her own. The thought had so many implications he didn’t know where to begin.

But he knew one thing with chilling certainty: no one could find out that Harper had developed her immortal soul without a tribulation. Because if cultivators thought that they could use dragons to shortcut their ascension into the heavens, his species would be hunted to extinction for their heart’s blood.

That realization spread through their mental link, and one by one the women fell silent. It took Nemesis a moment to realize they were staring at him.

“This changes everything,” he said, speaking aloud the thoughts they were all having. “But we’ll figure it out together.”


Chapter Eleven


Despite the power of their revelations, the others needed sleep. Min and Kaia chose to retire to their bedrooms, but Harper surprised him by transforming back into her draconic body and curling up against him on top of his gold.

“Who the hell is that?” roared Talia’s voice sometime later. Nemesis’ eyes snapped open and up to see the golden dragon swirling above him like a kite. She radiated a powerful heat and flames flickered over her scales while her wings rippled like fins along either side of her.

Killing intent and jealousy rolled off of her—focused on the draconic Harper tucked into his side.

I… should have considered that, Nemesis thought while he spread his wing over Harper’s body to shield her from Talia’s wrath. His rider had woken at the bellow and twisted to see what was going on. But the move had tangled her hind leg over her wing, so she was working to untangle herself.

“It’s Harper,” Nemesis bellowed back in a voice that shook the obsidian globe they were calling home. His voice came in five parts as his phantom heads manifested in an unspoken threat. His own aura of protective anger flared, and Talia recoiled like he’d slapped her with his tail.

The sudden surge of power deflated her rage. Curiosity overwhelmed her and she dropped from the sky like a stone. Her claws sparked off the obsidian but failed to leave a scratch on the dark stone as she slid to the hoard to poke her head under his wing.

“Harper? You’re beautiful!” Talia squealed. All signs of her jealousy had vanished. “Is Kaia a dragon now too? That’s amazing. You’re so small…”

Harper, having sorted herself out, walked out from under Nemesis’ wing to rub her head against Talia’s. Her steel-colored body reflected Talia’s golden coloring back at her and Nemesis couldn’t help but stare at it in fascination.

He was rather surprised to see how Harper preened under the compliment, and he carefully kept silent while his rider posed. “Kaia and Min both got draconic forms,” Harper confirmed. “They seem to be based on our cultivation foundations. Min doesn’t even have wings, but she can fly like Persephone.”

“Then she’s clearly the best of you,” Persephone said from above. The silver dragon glided out of the tunnel entrance to spiral above them. She gave off a luminous glow that helped illuminate the cave, not that any of them needed extra light. But it did set everyone’s scales to sparkling. “This transformation is amazing.”

The noise had woken everyone in the cavern system; Nemesis felt the minds of the others approaching. Which was why he deftly caught Joat before she fell out the door set into the wall. “Aww, I was gonna slide down,” she protested. Then she gave a happy squeal at the sight of Harper and immediately clamped her arms and legs around the steel dragon’s neck. “I can’t wait until I can become a dragon too!”

Persephone and Talia, meanwhile, had split their attention. Persephone was examining Joat and the half-elf’s bloodline awakening, while Talia’s eyes were glued to the open hallway. Kaia flickered, using a fire technique to instantly cross the distance from the door to Talia.

The redhaired cultivator impacted her dragon’s head firmly enough to rock it back on Talia’s neck. Not that Talia minded. She was busy transforming into her human form so they could cuddle in the pile of gold around Nemesis.

Min, meanwhile, threw herself into the air and transformed into her aquamarine-scaled form. She glided in a circle, then seemed to stutter and would have fallen out of the air if Nemesis hadn’t caught her telekinetically and lowered her down next to Persephone.

Joat abandoned Harper so she could investigate how Min was different, and the three of them launched into a fast-paced conversation on why dragons without wings were inherently cooler than those who had them.

Despite them being horribly wrong, Nemesis chose not to say anything. He linked his mind to Harper’s. ‘How are you adjusting to this?’ he asked.

‘It feels amazing,’ she answered without reservation. ‘The memories you gave me are helping me get used to my body, and the increase to my cultivation power feels huge. I think I’ll have deeper energy reserves even in my normal form. This kind of trump card could make all the difference in a life-or-death fight…’

She trailed off and Nemesis sensed she was holding back on saying something. ‘Only… what?’ he asked, prompting her to say it. Whatever it was. He respected her mind and didn’t go digging for the answer, though his stomach twisted at the idea she somehow regretted having a dragon form.

‘I wish I had the gemstone scale that would let me see my scores,’ she said with a grumpy mental tone. ‘I’m so much smaller than you, so I feel like I must be a weak dragon.’

Instead of trying to deny that, Nemesis extended his scaled forearm until it was pushed out directly in front of her. ‘Scratch it,’ he ordered in a tone that denied any squeamish protests. She stared at him until, a few seconds later, she huffed and turned her attention to the limb.

Harper lifted her foot, spread her claws, and pressed them against his forearm, then she dragged her leg back toward herself. Her claws, gleaming like tempered blades, carved curls out of his scales without punching through. Her watched as the jaw muscles along her muzzle flexed.

‘Harder!’ he demanded. She flinched at the mental volume, then slashed her foot a second time. This time, her claws dug thin furrows in his scales and the scent of blood marked the air. She recoiled, but he sensed a faint hunger for more in her. That, he recognized, was the instinct to kill present in true dragons.

At least a shadow of it.

Of course, the act of carving into his forearm in the middle of a group had some unintended consequences. Such as Joat charging over and tossing herself over his leg to shield his scales with her tiny body while shouting, “Don’t hurt Nemesis! Nemesis, run! The transformation drove her crazy!”

That declaration caused a round of laughter that shook the air; the poor girl stared up in confusion. Nemesis admired the fact that she didn’t flinch when Harper tilted her head down and rubbed her muzzle along her head. “I’m not crazy, Joat,” the steel dragon promised. “Nemmy was helping me test my body because I don’t have a crystal that shows my scores the way he does.”

Persephone leaned over to examine the wounds. “Definitely A-rank Lethality,” she confirmed in a tone that admired the cuts. “Now we need to test the other two.” She twisted like a viper until she’d coiled herself completely around Min. “Bite me,” she demanded imperiously.

To Nemesis’ surprise, Min did just that. The aquamarine dragon clamped her jaws down on Persephone’s shoulder without a shred of hesitation. The sound of a scale cracking echoed through the hoard room, though given Persephone’s scales weren’t as durable as his own, Nemesis wasn’t sure what the direct translation of power was.

Min did shiver and pull back from the scales she’d broken. Then, to his surprise, she spat a stream of water from her mouth. The frothing stream blasted across the silver scales, which pushed back into position and mended themselves once more.

“Healing breath?” Nemesis said in surprise. Everyone shifted to get a closer look. “That is a valuable talent. How tired did it make you?” he asked Min, his eyes focused entirely on the mana pulsing through her body to see if she appeared drained or shaky.

But she looked like any other dragon who had used their breath attack.

“I’m fine,” Min said. She slithered free of Persephone’s grip and floated up and over him to coil herself around his neck like a necklace. Looping herself four times around his throat, she took up much of the space between his head and shoulders. “I feel strong, and my mana has unified into an amazing force.”

“We’re going to have to drill these new powers,” Persephone announced, then she turned her attention to Kaia. “Back to your pretty draconic form. Let’s see what you can do.”

When Kaia was slow to transform, an intense chiming sound went off right behind her head. The redhead let out a squawk and stumbled away from Talia—who had practically fallen over at the reminder of their training at Fort Talon.

Persephone used to terrorize us with those chimes when we weren’t focusing… or in danger of falling asleep, Nemesis remember.

The chime went off twice more before Kaia embraced her draconic body and managed to get into the air. Fortunately, Harper had good instincts, because she threw herself up and managed to get herself airborne with only a single ping to motivate her.

Min beat them all into the air, which just proved what a cheat wingless flight was to Nemesis.

Persephone had Kaia slash her across the foreleg with her claws and nodded when they sliced clean through. The silver dragon didn’t seem bothered by the crimson blood welling along her forearm, but she did turn her attention to Nemesis. “I can work with this,” she purred.

She used her tail to motion to Min. The slender cyan dragon obediently exhaled across the wound and it sealed up. Nemesis noticed that even the scales flowed back together seamlessly. A truly potent power, he noted. I wouldn’t mind having a healing power of that magnitude. He resolutely reminded himself that Min belonged to him, so he had no reason to be jealous.

Persephone rose and circled around them, then came to a decision. “We’re going to hunt and train. I’m fairly certain they’re all A-rank, but they need to work on their bodies and instincts if they’re going to fight alongside three of us… otherwise they’ll just die at the hands of a cultivator that knows how to combat a proper dragon. I’ll take Talia as well.”

Nemesis knew that if he opposed her plan she would back down, though she’d argue and act the brat about it. The hierarchy among dragons was one of challenge and allowance. But he also knew that Persephone was absolutely the best of them to train the others in how to use their new bodies. She had centuries of practice in working hatchlings to their peak conditions.

“Alright,” he agreed. “But don’t take more than a week. We need to keep some pressure on the invading forces. I’ll bring Joat back to the city and gather some of the forces.” He paused, then let out a snort, adding, “And no, Joat, you aren’t coming with us.”

“Awwww,” she pouted. “But I want to defend our home…”

Nemesis gently floated her up to hold her before his face, where he could gaze at her with both of his eyes. He carefully untangled her hair and let it flow down her back while straightening her robes. He was amused that several coins fell out of the crumpled silks. But he didn’t let that distract him.

“One day, it will be your time to fight against our enemies,” he promised, “but not until you are stronger. Your skill with a spear shows true talent, perhaps even genius, but even with your new bloodline, your body isn’t strong enough to fight those who are coming for us. I will never let them hurt you.”

Her face sobered at how serious his voice was. He studied the nubs of horns on her forehead, her crimson gaze, the blood-colored hair, how strong she was for a half-elf. She radiated health and the muscle tone of a budding warrior.

But she was so small.

For a moment, just a moment, Nemesis was frozen—the idea of foreign cultivators coming for her caused a rage to swell within him that was matched only by his fear something might happen to her. It took effort to swallow past the boulder he felt in his throat, and he released a ragged breath before he transformed into his elven body.

After draping himself in a robe from his storage, he levitated her into his arms and hugged her tight. They were close in height, which implied she was growing, and for some reason that just added to the troubled sensation he was experiencing. “I swear,” he repeated while resting his cheek on the top of her head.

“Thank you, Father,” she said in a choked-up voice, and for the first time that moniker resonated between the two of them without any awkwardness at all.

Nemesis looked up and found the others had gone while he’d been focusing on Joat. He had no idea how long he’d hugged her, because all of his attention had been focused on the odd little humanoid he’d basically kidnapped.

They rose into the air and floated out of the cave. Nemesis kept Joat tucked under his arm and had her safely hugged to his side while they drifted. It wasn’t difficult to control the airflow around them to ensure it didn’t cut too sharply across their skins. He wouldn’t have felt any discomfort, but he knew that Joat was still vulnerable.

She was glancing up at him. “What do you do with the soldiers you kill?” she asked.

“I eat them,” he said without missing a beat. “First, I strip as many of their belongings as I can so we can use them, sell them, or display them. No sense wasting anything that might increase our power or my hoard.”

She let out a humming sound, nodding. “So, you keep what you kill,” she said, pausing for a moment before continuing, “It’s kind of like the sect motto isn’t it? Hunt. Kill. Dominate. You do all three to anyone who attacks us.”

“I do,” he agreed. “If they left us alone, I would leave them alone. But in challenging the safety of our sect, they’ve forfeited their right to live. Their cultivation can go into growing my own, even if most of them don’t offer much.”

“Because you’re so strong.”

“Yes. Few human cultivators can match the power level I’ve achieved. If I eat their entire team, it might provide a mild boost… but I am reaching a point in my existence where time might be the only way for me to continue growing. That or hunting other spirit beasts that are near the divine tier.”

Joat nibbled on her bottom lip and Nemesis could practically hear the thoughts tumbling about in her head. He almost imagined smoke might begin pouring out of her ears if she put more effort into the task. “What about that big dragon who rules the Empire? Isn’t he super strong?”

Nemesis drew in a deep breath through his nose, then let it out slowly through his mouth. “Kolos. The only living S-rank dragon that I am aware of. The gap between A-rank and S-rank is a huge one. Even with Talia and Persephone helping, I am not sure we could kill the beast. Especially while his rider lives. The Immortal has ensured they’re both ready to ascend… they simply choose not to.”

“Why?” she asked with all the innocence of a child.

Nemesis regarded her for a moment, then turned his attention back to the mountain below and the city gradually growing closer. “Because they’d rather rule down here among the mortals than start over among the gods.”

Joat’s expression turned, her face screwing up in confusion while she worked that out in her mind. But finally, she shook her head. “That sounds like cowardice.”

Nemesis flashed her a bright smile and began lowering them into the city. “Exactly right, Joat, exactly right. Choosing to stop growing more powerful is either lazy or cowardly. The path to the heavens demands that we advance.”


Chapter Twelve


To his surprise, Alecto and Po Ri were waiting for him at the plaza.

The pair of councilors bent in a low bow while he came in for a landing, and they waited several heartbeats before they lifted their heads to look at him once more. “We cherish your return, Patriarch,” Alecto said.

It’s amazing how sincere she is when she says things like that, Nemesis thought to himself. Her religious mania is kind of terrifying at times.

He flicked his eyes to Po Ri, and the man pressed a fist to his chest. “We have updates on the movements of the threat,” he offered in a quiet voice. “Would you have time to discuss them with us?”

“Yes. But first I need to make sure Joat gets off to her classes.” Turning his attention to his adoptive daughter, Nemesis remembered something Min had once said about showing affection. He lowered his head and placed a kiss on the top of the girl’s head. “Do well in your studies, Joat. I shall take you on a hunt soon.”

The young girl beamed at him and her ruby eyes flashed brightly, then she was off running. He noted her speed had increased significantly. When he turned his attention back to the pair before him, he saw the questions in their eyes.

“Joat’s bloodline awoke and confirmed her as my daughter,” he said. That was all the explanation he offered them, but he did add, “I trust you both understand how upset I shall be if those bullying her and calling her a liar continue.”

Despite being in his elven form, the pair acted as though his fanged maw was looming over them. They solemnly nodded and inclined themselves in a small bow a second later. “Of course,” they whispered in unison.

“Good. Now, where would you like to discuss the current news?”

Exchanging a glance with Po Ri, Alecto smiled at Nemesis and said, “If you could follow us to the training fields, Patriarch, we can fill you in while we go.”

Magic hummed around them as Po Ri triggered a privacy ward, and Nemesis moved to walk between them. Some might have considered it foolish to trust the pair so closely. The previous council had routinely killed threats to their power. But those individuals didn’t have Nemesis’ gifts to read the hearts and minds of those around him.

Alecto worshiped him as a literal god, and Po Ri radiated a sense of gratitude that had steadily grown since Nemesis had ordered the general to help the budding Sword Saint in clearing his foundations and once more rising in cultivation. Now Po Ri was one of the strongest in the sect.

At least of those Nemesis had met. He’d be the first to admit he didn’t truly pay much attention to the humanoid cultivators beyond assessing if any would be foolish enough to challenge his supremacy. So far it seemed like they would never dare. That thought was amusing him when Po Ri began his briefing.

“The army’s forward momentum has slowed. We were able to get several scouts in range to spy on their camp. The enemy has lost several teams and is claiming the mists are filled with dragons. An intercepted missive revealed that they believe at least six, possibly more, are hiding in the fog.”

Po Ri looked at Nemesis out of the corner of his eyes, and the black dragon smiled back at him. “Imagine that,” he murmured. Then he motioned for Po Ri to continue.

“While this does give us more time to prepare, it also means they’ve sent messengers back to summon reinforcements. Likely from the Scaleguard.”

That caused Nemesis to pause and he turned his full attention on Po Ri. “Were these messengers stopped?”

Alecto shifted until she stood behind Po Ri, supporting the man she’d stolen from a harmless tailor. “All but one. Our men did their best to catch and eliminate each one of the legionnaires, but a singular gryphon rider slipped through. Our soldiers did their best.”

The annoyance Nemesis felt made him want to punish the humans anyway, but he took a moment to let that drain away and acknowledge he hadn’t even considered the possibility that stalling the enemy forces would make them seek reinforcements. It was something he’d overlooked.

“Alright. How do you suggest we handle it?” he asked quietly. “Clearly if they gain dragon reinforcements of their own it will become… difficult.”

Nemesis refused to acknowledge that any dragon of the Scaleguard could stop him and his mates. But the legions could also draw the attention of Kolos, and Nemesis knew he wasn’t ready for that battle.

Not yet.

Alecto relaxed at his words, and Po Ri cleared his throat. “With the advance stalled, they’re setting up a more organized base. The downside of this is that it will be harder to slip in our men to cause chaos and spy on them… the benefit, however, is that they’re setting everything up along legion guidelines.”

It took only a moment for that to cause Nemesis to break into a wide smile. His eyes flicked to Alecto and she nodded. “Exactly, Patriarch. The legion’s camps are designed according to specific guidelines. We can identify priority targets and hit them from the sky. Destroying their stockpiles will force them to forage off the land. Every hunting party of theirs will be in danger. Then they’ll have to choose between splitting up their strongest to escort the food-gathering parties, or sending them into the fog to seek us.”

“And if we can eliminate their core soldiers,” Nemesis began thoughtfully, “then by the time the reinforcements arrive, the army will be demoralized and far weaker…. And if our scouts can spot any approaching dragons before they join up, we might even take them down piecemeal.”

Po Ri stared at him in confusion. “You wouldn’t want to recruit the dragons?”

Nemesis snorted and waved a hand in dismissal of that idea, then began walking toward the training ground once more. “Artax, Talia, and I were the best of our class in the Scaleguard. Cambus as well. The rest were destined to be nothing more than brutes that backed up soldiers like these. They’re slow-minded, and while they’re physically powerful with strong breath attacks, they’re savage and dim at best. Persephone confirmed that the Empire is breeding intelligence out of their dragons… and robbing them of potential at the same time.”

Taking a deep breath, Nemesis let it out his lips slowly. “It is up to wild dragons and those smart enough to abandon the Empire to preserve my kind. Better those half-domesticated mongrels feed their cultivation to proper spirit beasts instead of fortifying a decaying human’s power base.”

Alecto nodded her head in steady agreement, but Nemesis could see that Po Ri was unsettled by the decision. He paused and put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Do you spare bandits who wander into the sect’s territory?” he asked. When Po Ri shook his head, Nemesis gave the shoulder a small shake. “Neither do I. And these dragons won’t hesitate to kill me, eat my core, and steal my hoard.”

The comparison helped; Nemesis felt the understanding wash through the swordsman and Po Ri moved with an easier confidence. “Thank you for taking the time to explain it to me, Patriarch,” he said. Nemesis was glad to have the man focus once more, and further pleased when Alecto took over.

“Now that we have a general plan, I will set my men to moving out into the foothills surrounding their camps to ensure that foraging parties face difficulties. We’ll start by killing the spirit beasts that they’ll need to eat. If we give them time to settle into their camp, they won’t immediately realize the area around them is being stripped. Then, when our forces destroy their stores, the situation will already be dire.”

Clearing his throat, Nemesis frowned. “The camp will have formations to ward off attacks and environmental hazards, yes?” When Alecto nodded, the dragon continued, “Then it will be my mates and I who destroy their stockpiles. The imperial wards I am familiar with are not up to handling the attacks of an A-rank dragon. We’ll go in groups and perform hit-and-run attacks on the camp. I’ll need at least a week.”

“How can we help?” asked Alecto. She didn’t even think to question his plan, which he found both comforting and annoying. At least Harper, Min, and Kaia express their minds if they have their own thoughts. Blind obedience is… unattractive. Still, these two are useful.

“I’ll need warding talismans that can be secured to dragon scales, as well as the strongest projectile-repellents your crafters can manage. I’m not going to risk any of us to overconfidence, and no legion outpost will fail to prepare alarms to signal a dragon attack. The gryphons alone will sense us coming.”

Alecto nodded, while Po Ri looked thoughtful. “The gryphon riders will be one of the greatest challenges for our men,” he said, “Their mobility and speed are hard to counter. On top of that, the dedicated riders often have techniques meant to be used at a distance.”

“You’re right,” Nemesis agreed. “Unfortunately, the stubborn beasts are too loyal to scatter if we shatter their enclosures, and they’re tough enough to survive in the wild. They’re trained to return to their camps. We’ll try to kill the ones we can, but if we linger after our initial attack, the legion can overwhelm us.”

“Which means choosing between slaughtering the troops or destroying their supplies. Splitting focus would minimize damage,” Alecto concluded. The general had led her own legion and knew the tactics that would be used against them. “The stores are a better target. Gryphons have voracious appetites, and if the commanders have to decide between feeding mounts or men, they’ll choose their men. Which will push the cavalry to take their mounts hunting.”

“Where they’ll be vulnerable to your attacks, yes.” Nemesis was glad he didn’t have to explain that further. He was grasping that while Po Ri was a brilliant swordsman, he was not a tactical prodigy. Nemesis wouldn’t call himself one either, but he had received training in how to demolish fortifications.

It was one of the Scaleguard’s primary roles for the Empire, after all.

The idea of using the Empire’s own training against them tickled him, and he made no effort to suppress the smile that crossed his face. While he was enjoying the idea of the legionnaires suffering, they reached the training grounds and he was confronted with the sight of Alecto’s soldiers. The men and women had returned to their armor and wore their weapons comfortably. But Nemesis immediately found his eyes drawn to the badges over each warrior’s heart.

A five-headed dragon roaring at the heavens.

That set off a war in him between vanity and practicality. With a growl of annoyance, he turned to Alecto. “Cover the badges.”

She stared at him in confusion. “Patriarch?” Her eyes went from him to the badges on her soldiers’ chests, then back. Her mind wavered between pride in her sect and obedience, and Nemesis could sense how agitated the idea of hiding her devotion was to her.

“I’ve been working to make the enemy think that we have numerous dragons. If they capture one of your soldiers and see that badge, they may divine our numbers are smaller than they fear. Replace the dragon on the badge with a hydra, for now. Let them think the sect worships a divine spirit beast that isn’t a dragon. When I later reveal my power, it will demoralize them and allow us to crush them that much easier.”

Her eyes widening, the general swiftly grasped the issue. Iron-cold resolve formed within her and she slammed a fist to her breast in salute. “As you command, it shall be done,” she swore. She turned her gaze to Po Ri.

He bowed low. “I’ll go speak with the quartermasters,” he promised. Then he flickered away, using a movement technique to race off. Alecto turned back to Nemesis and he could see the apology forming on her lips, so he held up a hand to forestall it.

“Save it. Once we’re fighting in the open, I will be proud to see that badge return to their armor. But practicality must override my pride in these troops for the moment.”

He intentionally pitched his voice so the waiting soldiers could hear him and he sensed the loyalty swelling within them as they took his words to heart. He understood enough about these cultivators to know they’d fight all the harder for him now.

It was one of the lessons Kaia and Min had sought to teach him about handling cultivators. All that nonsense about face and a warrior’s pride is coming in handy, he mused. Now they understand that I think they’re worth something, and as a result they’re less likely to stray.

I suppose there is something to coddling human egos.

Nemesis turned to face the troops squarely. When he did, he motioned for Alecto to join her soldiers. He was forced, for her sake, to wait until she’d stepped up to the square of troops before he allowed his body to return to its true form.

Since he wasn’t wearing one of his favorite robes, he sacrificed it to enhance the moment. His body swelled and bulged, shredding the silk garment as black scales burst all over him and his bulk exploded outward until his huge frame shadowed them. Nemesis flapped his wings for a moment to hold his position on his hind legs. Then he allowed his torso to drop.

When his forelegs struck the ground, the entire training field shook.

But he didn’t stop there. Nemesis willed his other heads to become physical, and within a second four additional draconic muzzles stared down at the troops before him. “The sect is in need,” he began in a deep growl. “And you are stepping forward to answer it. Each of you has trained with the legions and understand what is at stake. You know that the Empire will drain our lands of mana and funnel it toward the capital, where nobles will grow fat with easy cultivation. But we won’t let them. This mountain is ours. Soon, you’ll set out and quietly surround the enemy. You’ll strip the land of spirit beasts and natural treasures. You’ll gather every edible morsel, then set a trap for them.”

Nemesis smiled with all five jaws, his huge fangs gleaming in the light. “And when they think themselves safe in their camp, dragon fire shall rain down upon them. Our lands will offer them nothing but blood and death. Because soon will come the time to Hunt. To Kill. To Dominate!”

“HUNT! KILL! DOMINATE!” the army roared in unison, and Nemesis lifted his heads to the sky and bellowed with them.


Chapter Thirteen


The army and Alecto left hours later. The quartermaster had done well in changing out the badges, which had ensured the group could leave by sundown. Alecto had assured Nemesis that her other lovers on the council would guarantee things ran smoothly in her absence.

All he’d had to do was sit there and let them look efficient and fierce in front of him. Alecto assured him it made the troops happy. Something about improving morale. Nemesis had found it mind numbing, but he’d sensed that his body had finally finished processing the bird’s soul, which meant he could check his scores to see his growth.

Nemesis: current rank, A4. Potential Rank, Limitless

Breakdown of current ratings.

Mental A2

Lethality A4

Defensive A6

Physicality A3

Magic A3

Classification: Demigod. Subclassification: Prismatic.

Given the bird’s strange mana abilities, it wasn’t a surprise to Nemesis that his mind and magic had grown the most. His overall body had been enhanced, and he’d gained a slight increase in his killing strength… but for all its size and power, the bird had not been a titan in its body cultivation.

He spent some time ruminating over how he’d have to hunt a few powerful spirit beasts with physical evolutions if he wanted to increase the density of his scales. I’ll probably need something steeped in poison as well, he mused. An S-rank viper would be a wonderful start to pushing to A3. I can feel I’m closing in.

Persephone had said that the upper tiers of A-rank were a slog to get through, but Nemesis hadn’t realized quite how slow it would be. Then again, our growth through dual cultivation produced results completely outside the norm. Even using our mana like a grindstone to purify ourselves isn’t a common occurrence. Perhaps I’m spoiled?

The dragon snorted, and then let out a sigh of relief to find that the army had finished departing. That meant he was free to wander the city and see… whatever he felt like. He grinned at that idea and transformed back into his elven form. Once he was clad in a beautiful crimson robe, he set off.

His first stop was the cultivation school to check on Joat, where he found her the center of attention. Despite the fact that hours had passed, Joat was surrounded by students demanding to know more about her transformation.

He was pleased to see his little daughter was wise enough to conceal the source of her power. Instead, she told the truth: the Patriarch’s blood ran through her veins and had finally awoken when she’d grown strong enough to trigger her bloodline.

He sent her a warm telepathic hug, and then left her to learn.

Tracing his way through the small city, Nemesis decided to head toward the crafting quarter. He was curious if they’d produced anything that might serve his riders. Upgrading their armor or weapons could prove important, given the dangers they were likely to face soon.

No longer was Nemesis an unknown in the city while in humanoid form. People bowed their heads when he walked past. It slowed his progress because he knew enough to nod back at them. Given they were all lesser beings, Nemesis didn’t distinguish between those wearing expensive clothing and those with a more modest wardrobe. He understood that humanoids had their own caste system and the ones with money considered themselves better, but that failed to impress him.

Strangely, that disdain for their status seemed to please some of the humans and elves he graced with his attention. He didn’t walk among the people often, but whenever he did he seemed to grow his popularity among the less-wealthy members of the sect. He amused himself trying to turn that puzzle over while he walked and nodded.

The towers for the crafters still boasted the cleanest air in the city. Nemesis paused for a moment just to appreciate the artificial purity, then began walking toward the blacksmith’s shop Min had apprenticed herself to.

The man had been understanding that she needed to leave for cultivation regularly, but he’d also stood his ground that anyone who couldn’t dedicate themselves fully to the craft would never become one of his true apprentices. Min had assured Nemesis the man was right to hold that attitude. She’d gone on about soulsmithing for some time, but he hadn’t understood much of it.

A tiny bell on the door jingled when Nemesis ducked through and let the heat inside roll over him. He knew from previous visits that the front was shielded from most of the forge’s output, but it was still significantly hotter inside the room.

The woman behind the counter had one of the worst mana networks Nemesis had ever sensed; her body was absolutely riddled in impurities. He suspected she might be worse off than Joat had been before he’d given the girl a melon. This woman, a human, looked to be a full adult. It left him wondering why she hadn’t worked harder to clean her meridians.

But it wasn’t his business, and he wasn’t going to intrude on her life. When she bowed over the counter at him, he inclined his head back to offer her a measure of respect. “I’ve come with some materials to see if the blacksmith can make use of them.”

“At once, Patriarch. If you’ll take a seat, I will go get him. If he is in the middle of a forging it might take some time…” She trailed off anxiously, but relaxed when Nemesis waved a hand in understanding.

“Delicate crafts can’t be rushed. I understand. My partner is an alchemist. Do your best, and I’ll wait here.”

Fortunately, there were some very comfortable chairs in the waiting area. He knew from experience that the crystal panes on the display cases were enchanted with incredible durability. The shop’s front entrance was very much a ‘look but don’t touch’ area, and he suspected there were lethal consequences to anyone who broke a case open.

Nemesis fell into a light meditation while he waited. Much of his mind simply drifted, though a small portion of his consciousness reviewed the materials that had been returned to his storage ring. Kaia, Talia, and Min were good at their personal crafts, but none of them had reached the same heights as Harper; they’d insisted he save some of the higher-rarity materials for this purpose instead of letting them use them.

Sadly, they hadn’t even agreed to take the stuff and sell it for him. And all because he had the largest storage space. It was utterly unfair that he had to run his own errands.

The woman returned several minutes later, and behind her stood the smith. Nemesis immediately noticed the family resemblance and suddenly understood why she was employed here despite her terrible cultivation. If she wasn’t the man’s daughter, Nemesis was a frog.

“Patriarch,” the smith said in a voice that had been scorched by fire more than once. The man smelled of smoke, hot metal, oils, and blood. It wasn’t a bad smell. On Min it was quite attractive. The burly smith, however, didn’t pull it off as well.

“…Smith,” Nemesis said in greeting. It wasn’t until he’d opened his mouth that he’d realized he had no idea what the man’s name was. But that didn’t stop him from getting up and extending a hand politely.

The pair shook, and if the smith cared that Nemesis didn’t know his name, it didn’t show. “What can I do for you?” he asked. He was courteous but didn’t add anything subservient or flowery to his greeting, which Nemesis appreciated.

“I killed a divine bird of some sort recently and the remains are powerful. I am hoping you might be able to do something with them. Do you have a space where I can withdraw them from my storage and show you?” Nemesis wasn’t so blind to mortal strengths that he was going to pull out one of the feathers in this room.

For one, the aura might kill the man’s daughter. There was also the risk the mana might trigger something in one of the weapons on display—Nemesis had no desire to be in the middle of a random fireball.

“Come this way,” the smith said, gesturing for Nemesis to follow him into the back. The forge they passed didn’t look like something that could craft wonders, but Nemesis could feel the strength of the mana that went into its construction. Obsidian bricks seamlessly melded into a rune-reinforced dome and housed the spirit of some kind of elemental.

Lava, he suspected.

Leaving the forge behind, they stepped into a storage room with a large table dominating the central space. The formations covering the shelves were meant to suppress and preserve the auras of the materials. The walls were engraved with their own powerful inscriptions to keep all that power from leaking out and affecting the ongoing works.

Rooms like these were necessary for any powerful craftsman, and it was exactly the kind of room where Nemesis could safely draw out the talons, beak, and feathers of the bird he’d battled. Though he frowned at how much of the table the beak alone took up and quickly put most of the feathers back.

They were far too sharp to risk them spilling down and slicing through the scripts… or the blacksmith himself.

Nemesis supposed he really should put a little effort into thinking about the fragile beings around him. Though when he considered the man he wasn’t sure if ‘fragile’ was the appropriate word. The man’s flesh was clearly infused with earth mana. He watched while the smith circled the table and studied the parts through some kind of jeweler’s hoop.

I’m betting he has a body of earth the way Harper has cultivated metal. It probably makes him incredibly tough, and also helps him withstand the heat of his own forge. He’s clearly a fire cultivator. Nemesis was faintly surprised to realize just how much power the smith packed into himself. He is easily as strong as Alecto. I wonder why he’s never sought a position of power?

Then again, for all I know the man has failed a half-dozen times to gain a seat on the council. Or he is one of the hidden masters Alecto mentioned. Perhaps he’s simply so focused on perfecting his smithing that he has no interest in politics and the rest of the sect is smart enough to leave him alone.

“Quit staring at me,” the smith muttered. Nemesis blinked, then realized the smith’s lack of respect stemmed from a complete focus on the materials in front of him. I’m not sure he even remembers who is in the room with him.

Still, Nemesis turned his attention to the shelves around them. There were some very exotic scales and bones on those racks. But there were also far more flowers, herbs, and other bits of greenery than he’d expected. He was tempted to ask what they were used for, but one glance at the smith told him he wouldn’t be getting any answers soon.

Ugh. And there’s not even a chair in here for me to sit and wait in.

Pausing, Nemesis mentally rummaged through the storage ring and smirked before he drew out a simple padded footstool. It wasn’t the best seat in the world, but it was small enough to tuck against the wall. Then the dragon went back to meditating while he waited for the man to come out of his trance.

Hours passed before the smith emerged from whatever flow he’d sunk into. He actually jumped in surprise when he realized Nemesis was still there. For the first time, the man looked shaken. “Apologies, Patriarch,” he said with a bow at the waist. “I can work with these, yes. But it will not be easy. They possess qualities I don’t fully understand… but I think I can craft weapons capable of cutting through mana techniq—”

“Then do it,” Nemesis said, cutting him off. The smith was offering him what he wanted, and Nemesis was ready to leave—had been ready to leave hours ago. “A broadsword, a spear, and an elven longsword. Do you have a storage vessel?”

When the smith held out a rune-engraved box, Nemesis transferred the pile of feathers into it with a touch of his ring. “Turn those into javelins and arbalest bolts, arrows as well. If you can do something to give a shield or armor the ability to nullify incoming attacks, do that too.”

When the smith opened his mouth, Nemesis braced himself, because he already knew what was coming would be the most painful part. “It… will be costly,” the man said. “But if you’re willing to share... I will waive twenty percent of the total cost if you let me keep half the materials for myself.”

Outrage flared through Nemesis at the gall of the man to try and claim so much. He rose to his feet and reclaimed his stool. Then he made a show of putting his hands on the table before him. “You’ll reduce the cost by eighty percent and I’ll let you claim a quarter of the materials for yourself,” he countered.

Narrowing his eyes, the smith rallied, and thus begin a fierce back-and-forth battle. Nemesis had to resist the temptation to blast the man each time he tried to get more gold, and the smith was clearly holding back his own temper. Nemesis found his respect for the man growing each time he refused to cave in to the dragon’s demands.

But it was also incredibly frustrating.

In the end, they came to an agreement. The smith waived all of his fee in return for half the bird’s materials. But he guaranteed the creation of primary weapons for each of Nemesis’s companions, and a stockpile of projectiles. The tipping point had been his offer to reproduce a weapon Nemesis had once used for himself and his promise that the other weapons’ mana-cutting effects would produce devastating results.

It was enough for the dragon to forgive the man his greed.

That left Nemesis in a fairly good mood when he departed the smith’s shop. He paused to take a look at the sky and saw that the sun was now rising over the sect. Given it hadn’t yet fallen when Nemesis reached the trade district, he knew he’d spent far too long in the smith’s shop.

He still had an obligation to go and check on Alecto and her troops.

With a sigh, Nemesis hurled himself into the sky and returned himself to his true form in the air. His wings snapped out and boomed when he cupped the sky and tilted forward to begin his glide toward the fog barrier. His massive form cast a shadow over the city, but Nemesis didn’t sense panic.

Oddly, his sense of the city’s emotions told him that those his shadow passed over felt relief. It was a strange thing to consider. But then… he had claimed the sect for himself.

Perhaps it was good that his hoard of humans took comfort in his presence.


Chapter Fourteen


The army was surprisingly hard to track down in the fog.

Nemesis had assumed he’d be able to detect the minds of Alecto’s soldiers from a distance, but he soon discovered she had set up some kind of unit-wide formation that kept them cloaked from his mental senses. He imagined if she went to that much effort, the ritual probably hid them from all other forms of scrying and divination as well.

But instead of tracking a herd of minds unified along a single goal, Nemesis found himself drifting like a wraith through the fog. He enhanced his body with mana from his main core until his scales were absorbing the light and sound that struck him. His wings were nearly soundless, and if not for the way the mist billowed around him, he might have truly felt invisible.

And while he didn’t find Alecto’s army, he did come across something else in the fog.

He heard the flapping of their wings first. Gryphons weren’t stealthy beasts unless trained to be. Their instincts were similar to eagles. They dove on their prey, wrenched it from the ground, and dashed it against the earth below to kill it. When the food was too large, they tried to bite through the prey’s spine with their huge beaks. Only rarely did they go for the kill with their clawed hind legs.

These bird brains had at least been taught not to scream at random, which was more than wild gryphons could manage. But even without those calls, Nemesis had no problem dismissing the idea of a migrating flock.

He circled around and above the wings he was tracking and found himself gliding over a formation of eight cultivators and their mounts. Each was armed with a powerful bow and form-fitting leather armor. The gryphons were also clad in barding, making them harder to kill. Nemesis saw mana swirling around the team’s weapons and could tell they had a variety of enchantments bound to their gear.

They were also flying high enough that it would be extremely difficult for someone to spot them from the ground.

Do they know the sect is hidden on a flying mountain? The histories never mentioned the Empire having gained any intelligence on the sect’s home. This could be a scouting mission… except why would they simply be flying high over fog they can’t see through?

He knew the mist was an actual barrier to most simple forms of perception. It was designed to ensure the sect remained hidden. Which left him puzzled while trying to determine what to do about this invading group. They were not a casual team, and the way they moved on the gryphons signaled that their mounts were bonded, which made this an established unit on well-trained spirit beasts.

Nemesis carefully extended his telepathy, stopping before he touched any of the minds below. A glassy ward of some kind shielded the thoughts of the group. It was like a smooth bubble was encasing their entire team. Without knowing how the ward worked, he couldn’t be sure if touching it would alert them.

He glided slowly, maintaining his position above them, but after several minutes he was sure they hadn’t sensed his inspection.

He reached out once more and immediately noted something odd: the gryphons were only partially protected by the psionic defense. It took him some time to decipher what he was feeling, but finally he understood that it was some kind of defense against mental control that was meant to keep him from taking over the minds of their beasts. However, it left their mental sparks completely unshielded.

The cultivators themselves had greater protection, but Nemesis knew he could work with what he’d discovered. He took his time to slowly wind his mental strength around the gryphons and sink subtle talons into their sparks.

Then he wrenched on them with all his might.

The sparks did not tear free immediately. The gryphons weren’t so dimwitted as to be completely overwhelmed by his assault. But the pain caught them off guard and they reacted to the attack by wildly bucking in midair. Their wings stuttered, their haunches flexed, and they clawed at the sky while screaming challenges at nothing.

Their riders weren’t any better prepared for the unexpected attack, and they scrambled to keep hold of their mounts while trying to calm the beasts. Nemesis heard them calling out various commands, but he doubted the gryphons did. In his experience, the victims of his technique could rarely focus on the physical world.

He wrenched again at their minds, and two of the gryphons lost the follow-up battle. Those birds suddenly dropped from the sky without the ability to coordinate their wings and continue to fly. Their riders were forced to use movement techniques to leap free, and both drew their own flying devices to brace beneath their feet and remain in the sky.

It was about that moment when they seemed to grasp that this was some kind of attack. Nemesis could make out their forms while they spun in circles, trying to find the source of the chaos. One even thought to look upward, and when they drew back their bow to strike at him, Nemesis spat a thin stream of venom directly into the woman’s face. He used his telekinesis to funnel the entirety of the attack down a mental tube, and when it reached her face, it splashed outward in every direction.

Several drops hit the man flying at her side, and one arc even struck a gryphon that was still fighting back against his attack. All of them screamed under the agony of the corrosive agent in his poison. But battling back the acid was only the start.

The gryphon, at least, wasn’t capable of fighting the toxins that entered its bloodstream and rotted its nerves. The beast’s hindquarters went slack, and its thrashing wings buckled. Then it was falling from the sky with one last shriek of defiance.

That left another rider carrying himself through the air and five still trying to control their mounts. But Nemesis’ attack on their colleagues had given them a direction to search, and he quickly found himself struggling to catch technique-enhanced arrows out of the sky. Lightning, fire, acid, metal, even one that seemed to turn into a stream of water—all were shot at him with enough power that he had to exert true energy to slow them down.

At least the ones he bothered with.

Nemesis stopped filling his scales with darkness mana and allowed them to return to their natural state. Three of the arrows that struck him had converted into elemental mana, so Nemesis drew the electricity, flames, and acid into himself to circulate it through his cores. The water, he dispersed with a blast of telekinesis.

Only the metal one truly threatened a scale-shattering impact, but he twisted in the air and caught it in one clawed foot. Then he snapped it in half with a snort of contempt.

The gryphon touched by his poison lost its battle to retain its mind, so he yanked the spark free. With his will divided in fewer directions, the pressure on the remaining five beasts increased—they crumbled together. Soon the last of them were dropping to the ground below while their riders scrambled to get positioned in the sky.

Of course, that was when the two who’d also been hit with his venom convulsed and died.

He was impressed it had taken them that long. The rest of the team reacted like professionals. They didn’t rant or rage; they fired their arrows at him and separated to avoid his breath attacks. Two swapped their bows for shields and defensive techniques, throwing barriers up for the others to hide behind.

It was clear from their movements they knew how to fight dragons, so he took a second to examine the overlapping shields of flame and wind. The fiery dome would do well to burn up most of his attacks while the wind would disperse whatever made it through. It was a decent strategy.

The four hiding behind those defenses were forming more powerful attacks. Nemesis saw a cloud of steel slivers materializing around the metal cultivator. He also spotted a swirling cloud of acid being called into being. And the last two archers were somehow combining their water and lightning to create a storm cloud.

Their teamwork inspired an idea in Nemesis’ mind, and he formed a telekinetic funnel around his own mouth. Calling up a new form of mana, he breathed a thick emerald cloud and trapped it into a tiny ball just in front of his nose. The entirety of his acid cloud attack was contained in a tiny space that he then wrapped in the power of his mind and shot toward the archers.

Perhaps recognizing the gas, the wind cultivator pushed his shield out through the flames to take the strike. His tearing winds ripped and tore at Nemesis’ attack, but the dragon kept his focus, refusing to allow any of the screaming wind through.

Then that green globe hit the flame barrier and Nemesis released his control over it. The vapor was exposed to the heat and detonated in a tremendous boom. Flames washed outward so forcefully they opened a hole in the shield.

Nemesis wasn’t surprised to find the wind shield reformed swiftly, nor was he caught unprepared for the flame cultivator to push the explosion away from his team. Neither of those had been his goal. His primary focus was the bolt of lightning that shot from his jaws and slammed into the chest of the wind cultivator before arcing over to strike the man holding the flame shield.

The pair of them went rigid and screamed, the current locking their muscles into a brutal rictus of pain. Nemesis could tell it wouldn’t be fatal, but it did leave them without their normal defenses; because he didn’t advance, the others didn’t immediately step up to protect the pair.

Which meant no one stopped Nemesis when he reached out with his mind and twisted the pair’s heads around to face their friends. The cracks of their necks echoed, then came a wet sound when Nemesis simultaneously crushed their hearts and brains with his telekinesis.

That did draw a scream from one of the remaining women, and Nemesis suspected he’d just killed her lover, especially judging by the look on her face. She threw her hands forward and the cloud of acid she’d been forming swept out like an angry wind. The green-yellow cloud billowed and spread in an attempt to cover his entire form.

Nemesis folded his wings and let himself drop. The dive took him under that cloud, though the ridges along his spine brushed it and he was shocked to feel his scales dissolving under the potent mix. If that had hit my wings I might be in trouble, he realized. Good thing I didn’t just try and absorb the mana from the attack directly.

He felt bare patches open up along his back and knew he’d created a problem for himself by traveling through the cloud. His wings snapped out and he flexed to begin curling up and under the archers in an effort to regain his advantage in height. But for those moments when he was passing beneath them, his flesh was vulnerable, and three blasts of lightning scoured his body.

Flesh tore and muscle charred, but he didn’t lose his tempo. He drew what mana he could into himself to reduce the damage, but the acid damage had cost him even more of his scales, spreading the damage along the borders of the wound.

That was when slivers of metal began pounding down against him like rain. Needle after needle tore into his back, and while he managed to twist enough to avoid having his spine flayed down to the bone, he realized he couldn’t roll without giving them his wings as a target.

As it was, he felt blood dripping down along his ribs and hips from the wounds, and he knew he had to push mana into his flesh to start healing the damage. But those needles had tiny barbs that resisted being shoved free.

Instead of roaring in pain and opening his mouth—which would grant them a clean shot at the inside of his skull—Nemesis curved his neck around and shot forward like he intended to bite one of them from the sky. The storm cultivators jerked to the side to avoid his teeth, only for him to turn his head.

One of the women caught his muzzle to her ribs and was punted back at her allies with enough force to disrupt whatever technique she’d been trying to form. The other, the lightning master, ducked in the wrong direction—Nemesis disemboweled her with a hooked horn that sent most of her torso in a direction opposite her head and legs.

When the reprisal arrows hit, they slammed into his intact stomach armor, and though scales broke and he felt more blood leaking from his body, the wounds were barely scratches compared to what they’d done to his back.

It also left them in range of his tail. He swung that spiked limb up at them in a curling arc that saw it splitting the metal cultivator’s spine when two thagomizers punched through his back and out his chest.

Then Nemesis opened his mouth and belched a torrent of flames across the two survivors; it was all the water cultivator could do to wrap them in a bubble and prevent them from being roasted alive. She struggled to keep his breath back, so he took that time to charge up a cloud of freezing ice that converted her boiling shield into a frozen tomb that saw the pair of them dropping like stones.

Nemesis did his best to catch each falling body. He didn’t want to lose a single piece of their gear. Much of it would be damaged from his elemental attacks, but he still wanted all of it.

He sensed that at least one of the cultivators inside that boulder of ice was alive, so he wrapped his mind around theirs with most of his focus. Then he tore their exhausted mental spark free and devoured it.

By the time he followed all the chunks to the ground, he saw that several jackals had started eating the gryphon corpses. The small spirit beasts fled the moment his claws hit the ground, and Nemesis dismissed them from his mind.

He sorted his treasures telekinetically while he tore into the gryphons like he was starving. His body demanded fuel to regain all the energy he’d spent, and the damned birds were just strong enough to take the edge off.

He was just swallowing the last of the cultivators when the scouts from Alecto’s army stumbled across him.


Chapter Fifteen


The dragon dismissed the scouts’ concerns over his damaged back, and then instructed them to lead him to the army. The trip took less time than he’d expected. He was swiftly escorted through the forward guards and brought into the main body while the cultivators moved around him in organized units.

Alecto looked alarmed when she saw him. “What happened, Patriarch?” she asked. Nemesis was amused to feel both outrage and shame radiating off the woman, almost as though she thought his injuries were her fault.

Or she’s so shocked at the idea someone would attack me that she can’t handle it. Her reverence is a peculiar thing… she’s got ample proof that I am not invincible, after all. She saw the outpost after we dealt with that orc army.

Dismissing those thoughts, Nemesis carefully adjusted his wings and let out a grunt before saying, “I came across a high-ranking patrol of gryphon riders. Their mounts were strong and the riders were definitely elites. I eliminated the group shortly before your scouts found me.”

Nodding, Alecto turned to an aide. “Make sure the healers come to tend the Patriarch’s back. We need to ensure these wounds close swiftly before we run into further trouble.” She turned back to him and inclined her head in a shallow bow. “Thank you for protecting us, Patriarch.”

Nemesis curled his head around to stare at the length of his own spine and assess the damage. Scales were missing from the base of his long neck down to his rear hips. The heavier spikes that normally anchored his saddle had been torn from their roots in the spots where the muscles were shredded down to reveal bits of his spine or ribs. Blood was already scabbed over most of the mess, but he had no illusions that it was a simple wound.

“Perhaps healers would be good,” he conceded. Min and Talia would be freaking out, he realized, and if Harper had been riding on my back she might well have died during at battle. Those combination attacks were well suited for harming a dragon.

“As you say, Patriarch,” Alecto replied while striking her heart with a fist. “Once we make camp and begin scouring the land for anything our foes can eat, we can ensure you have a secure resting place.”

There was a gust of cold wind, and then Po Ri was standing next to them. He had a pair of alarmed-looking women held by the shoulder, though it took Nemesis a moment to realize it was his own massive presence that was unsettling them.

“Our best healers, General,” Po Ri announced calmly. The women, to their credit, didn’t even ask what was needed of them. Both of them shook off their anxiety and came to Nemesis’ side without a word. He chose to lower himself onto his belly to give them an easier time accessing his back.

“Ladies, thank you for your assistance,” he said in the quietest tone he could manage. Given his size, it would have been easier to speak telepathically than modulate his volume aloud, but the pair were so tightly wound at the moment, he was worried they’d faint if he spoke into their minds.

Both froze for a moment at hearing him speak. One actually grew more anxious with the proof of his intelligence, the other seemed to completely relax. “It is our honor, Patriarch,” said the calmer one. He noticed she had green hair pulled into pigtails on either side of her head. His nostrils flared, and he blinked on realizing she smelled of rabbits and herbs. But he ignored that when she started using some sort of wood technique on the exposed skin of his back.

“Wow, he’s fucked up,” whispered the other. The pink-haired woman spiked in anxiety any time he glanced at her, so he did his best to ignore her entirely. Water mana began pooling around her and then dripping into his flesh.

The two techniques mixed and seemed to weave between his wounds like sutures; next came the crawling sensation of his muscles being pulled back into position. His own mana fueled the regenerating tissue, and Nemesis knew that much of the strength he might have gained from the meals he’d just eaten was being drawn into repairing the damage instead.

Still beats spending weeks in hibernation while my body restores itself, he conceded. I’d rather lose the mana from those gryphons than be out of the upcoming battles. OW! Ugh, that itches. Nemesis closed his eyes and his jaws creaked while he clenched them to avoid making a sound at the sensation of his flesh wriggling and binding itself back together. The techniques grew progressively more painful the deeper the mana wormed into him.

He kept a mental eye on that mana for any signs of treachery, but he saw no sign that either healer had the courage to try and betray him, and their minds were focused entirely on mending the massive wound. He sensed Alecto and Po Ri shifting around him as the sect’s military force continued moving past him.

That he wasn’t worried about in the slightest. He could easily catch up with them now that he knew where they were, and he had no doubt Alecto would ensure he didn’t get completely abandoned. He approved of her decision to keep the group on task.

“Patriarch,” Po Ri said, speaking quietly as though to avoid disturbing Nemesis.

“Yes?” the dragon said, letting a faint growl color his words.

“We shall be advancing along this path for the next several hours. Do you wish a guard unit to remain and cover… the healers?” The pause was palpable and Nemesis almost snorted when he realized Po Ri had wanted to avoid implying his Patriarch needed protection.

“I shall make sure they return to the army alive,” Nemesis promised. “Make good time, and I’ll rejoin you soon.”

“As you wish,” Po Ri confirmed, then he departed using his movement technique. That left Nemesis alone with the two women, though they were fully absorbed in their task of mending his tattered flesh and restoring him, so he chose not to disturb them further.

Instinct demanded Nemesis nap to heal faster, but he overrode it and kept his senses alert. His mind constantly shifted to scan the terrain around them. He sensed several nearby spirit beasts, but none that would challenge him. Even wounded he was too strong for the creatures.

The army was a haze due to the protective formations around it, but once Nemesis realized how it affected his psionics, he could place where they were by the static that numbed his awareness. It was a trick he’d used before, but never on something as large as Alecto’s group.

Hours passed, and eventually he couldn’t sense anyone but the healers walking along on his back. Their mana levels dropped significantly, and each had had to stop and cultivate several times to renew their stores. Nemesis resisted the temptation to channel mana through his own body to enhance his healing—the pink-haired girl had dared to say it would interfere with their techniques.

Nemesis had been shocked that the girl had spoken up, but her green-haired partner had politely explained that his mana was too strong and it would break the pathways their techniques were forming. The explanation mollified him, but it also left him bored and impatient. Finally, hours into the healing process, he’d chosen to draw one of the books from his storage ring and float it before his left eye to read.

Turning the pages telekinetically was good practice for fine manipulation, and he prided himself on keeping the book completely level while he took in the history contained on its pages. That sufficed to distract him from the sensations of the healing and his own boredom, which he appreciated.

He was nearly done with the book when he sensed a powerful mind approaching. Nemesis carefully inserted a strip of ribbon between the pages to hold his place, closed the book, and floated it into his storage ring so it wouldn’t get damaged. A self-assessment revealed the twisted wreck along his spine had been sealed up, though the scales were still missing. The healers were currently asleep on the ground near his tail, so he avoided flattening them when he rose to his feet.

His head shifted until he was looking back in the direction he thought the sect was. The fog made it hard to keep track, but he could tell by the tracks around him that the nearby mind was following the army. He squinted to try and make out what was approaching, but aside from some flickers of mana he couldn’t catch any details.

That is, no details until the mind came close enough for his consciousness to brush against. Then he let out a contented noise and let himself drop back to his stomach. The warm glow of Talia’s mind accepted his touch without hesitation, and he said, ‘I thought you were helping train our little hatchlings?’ Sending along the mental image of Kaia kicking her way out of an egg caused Talia to giggle along the link.

‘Persephone has them doing agility drills right now, so I got bored. I came to see what you were up to and Joat said the whole sect had mobilized. I could tell it was an exaggeration, but the council confirmed the warriors had moved out. I didn’t think I’d catch up with you so easily.’

‘Ah, well, I was… delayed… by a skilled group of gryphon rid—’

‘Are you HURT?’ she bellowed into his head. Nemesis flinched, immediately dampening the ringing in his mind. She must have caught some of his reaction, because her mental voice was nearly a whisper when she continued, saying, ‘Sorry… just, are you hurt?’

‘Somewhat. Alecto left two healers with me, and they’ve been working on repairing the damage. I’m missing some scales along my back, but I’ll be fine.’

Feeling the way Talia was fuming, Nemesis pushed his memory of the fight through the bond and felt her settle down. She cheered each time one of the cultivators died, and her sense of satisfaction at his victory warmed him.

‘At least you made them pay,’ she finally conceded. ‘They were strong though. What do you think their mission was?’ She came in for a landing near him and her flame mana warmed the area nearby when she stalked over to curl along his side. Her head rose and he felt her running her gaze over his spine. The unhappy growl she released was what finally woke the two healers.

If they had been scared of Nemesis alone, waking up to a second dragon making angry noises while studying their work nearly broke them. “It’s fine,” Nemesis said, doing his best to sound reassuring. “My mate is simply unhappy at the damage I took.”

“You… healed him well,” she said. That caused their eyes to pop, but they did seem to calm back down. At least until Talia breathed a pale, luminous flame across his back. The green-haired woman almost shouted—but her friend clapped a hand over her mouth.

Nemesis let out a groan of pleasure. The purifying aspect of Talia’s secondary breath washed over him and finished scrubbing away the foreign mana his attackers had left behind in his wounds. The healers had gotten most of it, but he’d noticed a few of the techniques had left the mana equivalent of toxins in his flesh. Now that Talia had burned that away, he was finally free of the uncomfortable itch.

“Thank you,” he moaned, “those lingering bits of attack were like thorns I couldn’t dig out. The healers did a good job to get rid of most of it, but some of those barbs were sunk in deep.”

Nodding, Talia rubbed her head along his for a moment. The women started glancing after the army, so Nemesis decided to head off any decisions by them to move out on their own. He flicked an idea to Talia, and she unfolded her wing-vanes to form a ramp up to her back.

“Climb on, ladies, we have an army to catch up to,” she ordered in a tone that made it clear refusal wasn’t an option. “Since I have a saddle, you’ll both be with me.”

Nemesis pushed himself to his feet once more, then he carefully stretched his wings and back to test his flexibility. He circled a few times to see how it felt, and while the repaired flesh pulled a bit, he didn’t think it would reduce his agility much. That changed when he flapped his wings. A twinge along both shoulders and his spine informed him that his body wanted more time to heal.

“Ugh. I guess I’ll be walking. The muscles aren’t steady enough to fly on yet,” he complained. Talia folded her own wings back along her side and stopped staring at her temporary riders. She nipped his jaw for a moment, then turned until she was facing the same direction he was.

“Well at least we can walk together?” she offered. She went so far as to try and bat her eyes at him. Nemesis gently ran a horn along her skull, and then nudged her muzzle with his own before he began striding forward.

The pair of dragons mostly ignored the healers on Talia’s back. Once Nemesis confirmed the women could cultivate while they traveled, they went silent and simply meditated in their seats atop Talia’s saddle. That was something both dragons were used to as their own riders did the same.

‘Pity the fog keeps us from enjoying the view,’ Talia said along their mind-link a few minutes later.

‘Yes,’ Nemesis agreed, ‘the grasslands around us would probably be lovely if we could see them clearly. I’m surprised there aren’t more unique spirit beasts evolving in this barrier area. The mana of the mist barrier seems like something they might attune to.’

‘Perhaps the sect culls them too regularly for anything special to develop?’ she suggested.

‘Makes sense. I would have said the same about the area around our lair if I hadn’t just run into that semi-divine bird,’ he admitted, ‘which makes me wonder if something similar may actually be lurking out here in the fog.’

‘A distinct possibility. The bird managed to avoid being seen by staying in the upper atmosphere though. If there was something like that in the mists, I bet it would be subterranean or in one of the deeper lakes…’

That shifted the conversation, and eventually of them began proposing more ludicrous evolutions. Talia had started it by suggesting a fog-oriented mole. Nemesis had countered with the idea of sapient mist-algae dominating a lake. Creature by creature, they tried to top each other until they were both giggling continually.

The fact they did it all without disrupting the healers on Talia’s back was just one of the many reasons Nemesis was happy for his telepathy. The pair of dragons moved with shocking silence while they crossed the plain, and no one observing them could have realized how wildly they were laughing in the privacy of their minds.


Chapter Sixteen


When they caught up to Alecto’s army, the troops were bedding down for the night. Nemesis was surprised to find Alecto had set up a huge, carefully warded tent in the middle of the camp.

The thing was a monster of silks and imposingly enchanted poles and ropes. He never would have bet on her leaning toward such ostentatious displays—then she said it was for him and it all made sense.

Because the tent was actually large enough for him to slip inside in his true form.

Nemesis dropped off the healers with the soldiers, and then went in to see what the lodgings looked like. To his surprise, there were huge carpets made of some soft, fuzzy material somehow strong enough to not be instantly shredded by his claws. He could see the mana flowing through it in the form of enchantments.

And the base material is some sort of strong spirit beast fur, if I’m not mistaken, he mused. It’s very clever that they designed this tent to be supported from the outside by poles and ropes. I wouldn’t have thought the interior would be so wide open. Humanoids can be quite clever.

Talia came in behind him and let out a whistle of appreciation. Honestly, that impressed Nemesis more than he wanted to admit. She was the only dragon he had ever met who could make that sound exclusively with their mouth and not magic. She claimed it had something to do with flexing her tongue, but he’d never managed it.

“It is impressive, isn’t it?” he said. “It looks like those rolled bundles under the seams for the ropes are curtains that can be used to partition the space off into smaller areas if we wanted to entertain guests.”

“Kaia has mentioned tents like this when talking about her father delivering shipments to nobles who take the field with their vassals,” Talia replied. She shifted into her human form, causing long, golden hair to fall in waves around her body. The scales on her arms and legs gleamed in Nemesis’ vision, and he enjoyed the sight of her curvaceous form while she posed for him.

Talia smirked at him and put her hands on her thighs, intentionally squeezing her breasts together with her biceps while leaning forward to stare up at him. She licked her lip and gave a wiggle to her hips. “According to Kaia, the nobles perform all sorts of decadent perversions without a care for what the commoners might think. She claims that it’s about showing the regular people their lower place.”

“That sounds like the nobles I’ve met—Min excluded,” Nemesis said. Then he watched while Talia ran her hands up her body. It began with a caress over her thick thighs, then she stroked up along her soft stomach, cupping her heavy breasts, tracing over them to let her nipples bounce when she released the mounds. Finally, her hands trailed up her neck and through her hair.

“You’re the Patriarch,” she teased. “Doesn’t that make you more than any human noble?”

Nemesis manifested some silk ropes from his storage ring and used his mind to loop them around Talia’s ankles. She let out a squeak when they suddenly shot up to loop around her neck and yank her down onto her knees. The coils flexed and caught one wrist to tie it to her ankle and keep her bent back. Once that was done, the ropes began flowing over her body to create diamond patterns that framed her breasts, held her knees open, and completely trapped her hand to her leg.

“Oh my, what did I do wrong?” she whispered in a playful voice. “Are you going to punish me?”

She held up her lone free hand and covered her breasts with a forearm like she was shy. Nemesis was amused that she chose to hide them instead of her hairless pussy, which had already begun to dampen under his gaze.

“Your crime,” he announced in a solemn voice, “is beauty.” Carefully, Nemesis lowered himself onto his belly and curled his body around the space so he formed an onyx wall around her to guarantee no one could see her if they entered the tent. “And your punishment is pleasure… Touch your pointer finger to your clit and begin to circle it.”

The tip of his tail pressed against her shoulders to support her weight. He knew she didn’t need it—she was an A-rank dragon and her humanoid body was far too powerful to get cramps from an awkward position—but he’d found small acts of consideration made his lovers happy.

And she did radiate happiness, especially when her finger touched against her sensitive flesh and began rubbing it. “Oh, but it would feel so much better if you did it,” she said.

“It would,” he agreed with mock sternness. “Have you earned that?”

“I want to, I want to so bad! I’ll do anything to earn your touch! I want to be a good girl for you.”

Telekinetic power rubbed down from her collarbones and over her breasts. Phantom hands dimpled the perfect mounds and squeezed them, which caused her nipples to harden. Those pale nubs tugged upward and twisted while Nemesis played with them. Talia let out a sharp noise and arched her back, pushing them up at his hands.

“It seems I can touch you without touching you… how frustrating that must be. Does it feel good to have my mind on you?” he teased.

“You feel good, Nemmy, so good… do whatever you want with me! I am yours. Body, soul, mind—all of me! I can’t wait to bear your children and grow our own empire in the heavens!”

She panted in her excitement, and he watched her thrust her hips up at the air like she could impregnate herself on his aura alone. But what truly impressed him was that she maintained that single finger on her clit all the while, rubbing a frantic spiral over her excited nerves. Despite the sharp rise in how turned on she was, she didn’t try to add fingers to increase her enjoyment.

He rewarded her with a sensation like a finger stroking over her lips, gradually forcing her mouth to open. Those ephemeral fingers pushed into her mouth to rub against her tongue, and she responded by pushing her tongue out and letting it hang against her chin. Like Nemesis himself, Talia’s tongue was a bit longer than that of a human. Tiny details like that tended to get overlooked when forming a mental image.

In that moment, Talia was resplendent on her knees, bound in dark ropes, her tongue hanging out, frantically thrusting her hips up at the sky trying to make him happy. He pulled up on her nipples to add pressure to the twisting and she let out a shaky noise. “Please, master, can I add a finger? Please?”

“Thumb to your clit, a single finger stroking your folds, but no penetration—not yet,” he decided. Her whimper was a mix of disappointment and excitement. Her enjoyment of being ordered around baffled Nemesis, but he’d never deny taking great satisfaction in filling that need for her. Pity Kaia’s not here to tie in a corner and force to watch. That always riles her up so much—she’d spend herself riding me when finally released… but only after I tore her clothes off and conquered her.

The pair always made for interesting viewing. Kaia acted so dominantly when left to herself with Talia, yet all of that vanished when he put his hands on her. Then she craved being conquered, tormented, and seeing her submissive love used while Kaia herself was helpless. It was fascinating.

Talia, obedient as always, was running her fingertip against her folds and gathering the moisture against the thumb steadily rubbing her clit. She’d slowed her bucking slightly to avoid accidentally thrusting her finger into herself, so he pressed a mental touch to her tight ass to fill it in reward.

“Oh, o-oh yes, master, yes!” she shrieked. The additional touch on her ass and her own mental state caused her to shudder through a small orgasm. Then he gradually widened the stretching of her ass until she felt fully impaled, just to deepen the pleasure she was riding.

Nemesis considered her with a firm eye. Mouth, breasts, ass—all benefiting from his touch. Her body flushed and her mind slid into a near trance of lust and surrender. It was a blissful state he’d seen her stay in for hours. She’d follow any command in that trance; in that moment, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of regret for his heavily wounded back.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if I transformed? he mused. Let’s just see what happens…

What happened was pain. Not the pain of wounds tearing back open, thankfully, but some very tender and very unhappy tissue criticizing his decision. But Nemesis ignored all of that while he took his elven form.

He’d maintained his concentration on Talia while his body changed and wasn’t sure she’d even realized what he’d done. Her eyes were gazing at the ceiling of the tent while she shuddered, and when he put his cock against her lips she began lapping at it greedily.

“Nemesis,” she whispered, her voice husky with desire. “you shouldn’t change shape with injuries… but oh, oh master, let me su—” The last of her request vanished because he’d grasped her hair and given her what she wanted. Her mouth stretched around the head of his shaft, then she made it vanish into her throat.

He was standing behind her and thus able to look down the length of her body. Nemesis admired how glorious she looked bound up and mentally took control of her hand to thrust her finger into herself. Talia let out a muffled gasp that vibrated along his cock, though he kept a hand on her chin to hold her head at the right angle to claim her lips and throat for himself.

“Now this is a good girl,” he praised. “A very good girl.”

The compliment drew another gasp and saw her working her tongue against his cock as best she could. Her finger slid rapidly in and out of her sex, even while her thumb rubbed her clit with greater ferocity. Nemesis had intended his manipulation of her finger to offer tacit permission, so he was glad she’d understood.

But he had no intention of claiming only her mouth. Not when she was bucking her hips so beautifully and causing her own breasts to bounce so vigorously. No, he wanted that beautiful frame writhing on his cock.

The damage to his back might have made that impossible if he hadn’t been fully capable of levitating them both. She didn’t even blink when they floated up into the air and his body leaned back like he’d draped himself across an invisible mattress—not even when the move meant she was upside down for a moment.

She simply demonstrated her strength by keeping her movements steady. Frantic, but steady. Then she let out a cough when his cock popped free of her mouth. “Master! Do I get to have you in me?” she asked in a breathy tone the moment her lips were unoccupied. “I hope so. I need you so badly!”

He spun her and dropped her down with a thud that belied the fact they were floating in midair. The sound was almost lost in the joyous noise she produced at being speared on his ridged shaft. Since he’d never ordered her to stop touching herself, she’d moved her finger and thumb to pinch and twist her clit.

“Ride,” he said softly. “Ride for all you’re worth and put on a show for me. Hand in your hair, rolling your hips, and making your breasts bounce with all your might. Hold back nothing while you fuck yourself on my cock.”

Expression lighting up, she traced her fingers up her body until she was digging them through her hair to frame herself with one arm held over her head, elbow bent. Then she began to rotate her hips in circles while her thighs flexed. She could only leverage herself against his telekinesis, for there was no ground beneath them.

Yet so powerful was his mind that he knew to her it felt like she was braced against an iron floor. The sound of snapping ropes filled the tent when she truly began to force herself to rise and fall. The bonds couldn’t hold her, and they broke when she forced them to stretch against the knots he’d tied.

Seeing her tearing the restraints apart in her eagerness to serve thrilled him, so Nemesis didn’t hesitate to reward her with stimulation to her nipples. His grip on them began to vibrate and pull upward, which just urged her to thrust her chest up while she rode.

She slammed herself repeatedly down onto his cock, and each time he bottomed out and felt his shaft impact her depths she released a gasp, crying out, “Fuck yes, m-master, yes!” Talia took each spark of pleasure he gave her and sought to make it more.

But what truly made Talia lose herself and be reduced to a screaming, pleasure-wracked mess, was Alecto walking in through the tent door and letting out a gasp. “M-m-my humblest apologies, Patriarch! I had no idea you were… occupied,” the general said.

Nemesis smirked—Alecto was torn between looking away and staring in fascination. The woman half-turned but kept peeking out of the corner of her eyes, and he said, “It’s fine, Alecto, nothing important. Now, what can I do for you?” To Talia he sent a quiet thought. ‘And you keep going. You have work to do, my little slave.’

Alecto cleared her throat, but since implied permission had been given, she turned back to them so she could watch. “We’ve confirmed the presence of the legions. They’ve set up their camp and begun fortifying it as we predicted. Our hunting teams are spreading out to begin denuding the area of food and natural treasures.”

“Good,” Nemesis said. “Make sure the hunters keep alert. I’ve yet to meet cultivators that don’t seek things that will grow their strength. It’s assured the legions will have their own groups looking for the treasures.”

“Yes, sir,” Alecto said with a nod of her head. Then she added, “And might I say, sir, you appear quite skilled.”

“He is,” Talia gasped, just in time for another orgasm to tear through her. “Fuck, gods, y-y-yes, he is!”

Nemesis tilted his head to look past her. “Dismissed,” he said. Alecto clapped her first to her heart, bowed, and backed out of the tent. The moment she had, Nemesis let himself groan and released inside of Talia while she stared down at him in shuddering awe.

“That was so mean,” she whispered. “That woman’s going to think about that for the rest of her life. She worships you!” The golden dragon then let out a wicked smile and a laugh. “My wicked master.”

Nemesis slapped a hand against Talia’s ass to set her moving again. He knew she was right, but that just made it all the more fun… and he was nowhere near done with Talia.


Chapter Seventeen


Hours later, Nemesis went to sleep in his true form to let his body begin recuperating from his injuries. When Talia eventually woke him with her jaw stroking along his, he nearly reacted violently at the muffled pressure on his mind. It took a moment to recognize the cloaking effects of the army’s defensive formations around him.

It was the smell of Talia’s golden scales that kept him from lashing out.

“Morning,” he rumbled in a sleepy voice. “Why am I waking up?”

Lazily, almost regretfully, Nemesis lifted his head from the floor of the tent and curved his neck to examine his own back. The deep sleep, brief though it was, had allowed black scales to start growing back over his spine. Several spots were clearly weak, but the patches of visible skin were almost gone.

It was during his examination that he noticed a cluster of elven cultivators walking along his back to examine the damage. “Ah… we have guests?” he asked in mild amusement. It spoke to the depths of his injuries that he had slept through the entrance of the cultivators, to say nothing of them climbing onto his body.

“Healers,” Talia corrected, “who are going to help restore your scales so we can start raiding the enemy fortifications—I am not going to let you go attack a legion with such large weaknesses.”

While Nemesis instinctively bristled at her phrasing, he forced that wing-flex reaction aside. Talia was right. While some of the teams they had faced had been powerful cultivators, none of them had been the true leaders of the army. In theory, the most dangerous members of the legion were those in command, and cultivators like that would capitalize on any mistakes he made.

Like flying into their camp without every bit of his natural armor intact.

Thus, while his ego was outraged at the idea she thought she could keep him from doing anything he wished, his common sense prevailed. The black dragon let out an annoyed huff and lowered his head back to the floor. “Very well. Have them do their work, and when I am healed we’ll be about ours.”

Her touching her muzzle to his and making a kissing noise should not have deflated his annoyance at her audacity, but it did, which meant he was forced to maintain his composure in front of the elves. He curled his tail around to loop it over and around hers and gave her golden limb a squeeze in silent appreciation.

Then the healing techniques began spreading across his back and Nemesis closed his eyes to concentrate on not reacting to the way their mana itched while stimulating his scales to grow faster. Wood, water, fire, ice—the contradictory healing manas were being skillfully woven together like a huge blanket across his back, and all of it crawled into his flesh in a manner that made him want to roll over some boulders to scratch himself.

What was worse was that it went on for hours and Nemesis had to keep completely still all the while to avoid crushing the elven healers.

Linking his mind with Talia several hours in, he decided to distract himself. ‘So, how were they handling their new bodies?’ he asked, taking full advantage of a private method of communication.

‘Kaia flew face first into a tree!’ Talia replied with a giggle. She sent the mental image of the orange-scaled dragon slamming into one of the forest’s thicker giants. ‘And Min sneezed and accidentally tied herself into a knot.’

That began some truly amusing stories as Talia relayed the anecdotes of their riders’ attempts at mastering their forms. Persephone was not going easy on them. Talia shared the silver dragon’s pronouncement: ‘ ‘Since you have the body of juveniles there’s no reason I can’t treat you like adults. Don’t think we’re going to start slow. Oh no. We’re boar hunting.’ ’

Then she’d dragged them all into the forest in search of food.

Talia hadn’t remained for much of their training beyond the boar hunting once it was clear the others weren’t at risk of getting killed, but she had seen some things that showed the newly formed dragons were powerful in their own right.

Harper had unleashed her breath on a charging spirit boar and the slivers of metal had completely shredded the beast. Literal ribbons of torn flesh, hair, and shards of bone had been all that remained. That and a smooth, polished core. The sand blast, Harper’s other breath weapon, had been almost as devastating, but the boars had actually suffocated before their skin was peeled off.

Talia could barely contain her laughter while she relayed the memory of Kaia attempting to tackle a spirit boar larger than she was. The orange dragon had gotten dragged around a clearing for several minutes when her claws had lodged in the beast’s ribs. She’d been trampled, which had given Min a perfect chance to demonstrate how effective her healing breath was.

Kaia had gotten her vengeance on that boar and several others when she’d released a beam of brilliant plasma that burned a line through four of them in a single strike. The bisected pigs had fallen with resounding thuds, quite ready to eat.

Except the riders had to compete with Persephone to get their food, and the silver dragon had twisted, slid, and flicked through the clearing faster than the others had been able to react to steal the corpses for her own stomach. ‘She says if they want to eat, they have to master their bodies enough to beat her to the food,’ Talia relayed.

Nemesis shared the amusement Talia felt. Fights like that could build up a powerful hunger, and he knew firsthand how good spirit boars smelled. He suspected that Harper and the others were going to be quite motivated to master their bodies quickly. ‘Food truly is a powerful incentive for young dragons,’ he admitted without shame. ‘Are they truly juveniles, or just small?’

‘No, their bodies are fully mature. Persephone and I looked them over and there’s no sign of immaturity to them. We’re not sure if they’ll grow over time, but they’re definitely not hatchlings or juveniles. Persephone thinks that their draconic bodies are just small because they’re not true dragons.’

That was a relief. Nemesis hadn’t wanted to think of his lovers as anything but adults. For a brief, horrifying moment, he’d thought he might have to relegate them to becoming Joat’s playmates and the idea made him shudder.

Which caused several healers to cry out—two stumbled and fell. Their technique disrupted, Nemesis let out a hiss at the jangled nerves that sent clawing sensations up and down his spine. “You’re fine,” he said, doing his best to keep a growl out of his throat. “My apologies for startling you. I shall remain still.”

It took them some time to reform the technique they had been using, but soon the crawling sensation resumed and Nemesis was once more forced to focus his attention on anything else. He turned his mind back toward Talia. ‘Did I miss anything while I was asleep?’ he asked.

‘Alecto stopped by again. She offered to break all ties with her lovers, even kill them, if it would inspire you to take her into your harem,’ Talia offered with a tone that somehow mixed criticism and exasperation. ‘I told you she was going to be affected by what she saw.’

‘You did,’ Nemesis conceded. ‘And while I am sure Alecto would do anything she could to ensure that I was sated… I am simply not attracted to her.’ He paused, truly thinking about it. The general had an exotic beauty. She was powerful, both physically and as a cultivator. Clearly she was organized, a sound strategist, and completely loyal. ‘There’s just no spark to draw me to her.’

‘Just because someone sounds like they should be a perfect partner doesn’t mean the chemistry is going to be there,’ Talia said in agreement. She rubbed her head against his, taking a moment to flick her tongue along his lower jaw. ‘But you probably shouldn’t tease her too much. Maybe find a way to reward her? Show her that you appreciate all her hard work.’

‘I did put her in charge of an entire sect,’ Nemesis pointed out. ‘When we all reach the divine stages, I have no intention of remaining on this plane. We’re going to ascend together and continue to rise.’

Talia let out a contented noise that was almost a purr. Her tail flexed against his, briefly trying to swing from side to side, but his own kept her from truly moving it. ‘What about Joat?’ she asked after a moment.

Nemesis cherished how all of his lovers looked out for the orphan. His adopted daughter could have been perceived to be a rival for their affections, yet none of them had ever acted that way. Each of them did their best to help the girl however they could.

‘Joat will have my full support, and when we ascend, she will rise or fall on her own merits,’ he said. ‘If we hover over her, she will never find her own ascension. A coddled youth will simply be spoiled and vain. She might live in opulence with the entire sect at her feet, but the power she gathered would be fragile. No, if I truly love her, then I will give her the tools to find her own path to the heavens.’

Approval radiated off Talia. While Harper often scolded him for the risks he exposed Joat to in letting her hunt on her own, Talia did not. ‘Wise,’ Talia said. ‘The girl has the potential to go far if she’s pushed. I suspect she won’t be content to remain at the sect for long. Once she forms her core, I would not be surprised if she begins itching to travel.’

Nemesis let out a hum, turning that thought over in his head. He considered Joat’s love of adventure and desire to see new things. The way she loved hunting spirit beasts. Her pride in him… He had a feeling Talia was right. ‘I bet she will. Her spark shines too brightly to wish to remain in such a curated environment. When that itch starts to plague her, she will receive my blessing on her journey.’

And my ring, he added to himself. When it comes time to ascend, I can’t take my possessions with me. Painful as it is to think of leaving behind my hoard, there is no point letting it rot in a cave when Joat can use it to fund her exploration of the world.

Nemesis would never have admitted to anyone that he was contemplating giving away his hoard. It had taken him an embarrassingly long time to even have any treasure to speak of. To think that he might reach a point where he was considering passing it off to some half-elven waif… it wasn’t draconic behavior.

Images of Min, Talia, Harper, Kaia, and Persephone played through his head, so he wrapped his thoughts up to prevent anything from leaking out along the link he shared with the golden dragon. I have my true treasures to take to the heavens with me… gold and jewels don’t matter.

Embarrassment washed over him, made worse by the fact he knew that if he revealed those sentiments to his lovers, they would feel honored and likely lavish affection on him for it. But it was… so… weird. Just un-dragonly. He huffed and began mentally cataloging every coin, gem, art piece, and silverware placement he’d looted from Elder Song’s home.

Talia sensed how preoccupied he had grown, but instead of pushing to know what he was thinking about, she began reviewing the designs for some robes she wanted to make Joat. From time to time she sent an image along to him and he offered his opinion. They both agreed that Joat would likely be far happier in simple robes that allowed her to use her spear without issue, rather than something elaborate and constricting.

The distractions did wonders for helping him block out what the healers were doing, which was good because it took those cultivators nearly three days to help his scales fully return to their former glory. They’d also finished healing the wound on his foreleg caused by the divine bird he’d fought, as well as the various punctures and slashes he’d taken while battling the legionnaires.

Nemesis felt vague amusement that he was being so thoroughly healed just so he could go back into combat and get slashed up again, but he didn’t doubt the need for it. He was thankful Alecto had ordered the hunting teams to bring spirit beasts to feed Talia and himself. The techniques used to accelerate his healing had left him hungry, and he’d gotten absolutely famished while making himself lie still for them.

It was all he could do not to lunge out of the tent and take to the skies the moment he was truly healed and the cultivators were out of his way. Yet he made himself wait. Alecto’s people were only just finishing their movements to encircle the legions, and while they’d killed many spirit beasts, it was going to take time to completely strip the area of resources.

And Alecto was completely accurate in pointing out that the legion would have specialists keeping watch for spirit beasts of Nemesis’ power in the area. The army’s formations had him cloaked for the moment, and once he left the camp he wouldn’t be able to come back without giving away their location.

It was aggravating, but the general had a plan for keeping him from growing too bored. She passed a storage ring to Talia, and each time Nemesis complained, the gold dragon passed him a book he’d never seen before.

In fact she handed him a new book every time he complained.

It took a couple days for Nemesis to catch on to what they’d been doing, and when he demanded an explanation Talia revealed that the books came from Alecto’s personal library. He would never have figured Alecto for a dual cultivator, given her focus on the concepts of absolute cold and momentum, but now her harem made far more sense.

The books also made for entertaining reading… and Talia insisted on practicing every position described in those books. Nemesis wasn’t about to complain about the exercise, even though they weren’t passing the mana back and forth to perfect their techniques.

Which, in the end, was probably the most effective way of distracting Nemesis either of them could have conceived. It left him happily preoccupied until the army was ready to truly begin its maneuvers, and it also gave Alecto time to unveil her last surprise.

She’d sent runners back to the sect and into the wilds beyond. By the time her army was prepared to unleash him on the legionnaires, Persephone and the others had arrived.


Chapter Eighteen


If three dragons attacking a camp was a nightmare for an army officer, six was a thing of true horror.

That was Harper’s stance, at least, so she’d been deeply unhappy when Nemesis had put his tail down and made it clear that she, Min, and Kaia were on overwatch. Persephone’s and Talia’s complete agreement had deflated the arguments, however, and Nemesis was quick to point out that he wasn’t saying they couldn’t go.

They simply couldn’t dive into the camps with the other dragons in their new forms. The nuances of their unique draconic abilities couldn’t be mastered in a few days, and it would take them time to learn how to combine their cultivation techniques and dragon bodies. His rider chose to resume her half-elven form and ride on his back. Min and Kaia decided to remain in draconic shape while flying alongside Talia.

Harper shaped metal mana and some flexible strips to form hooks that latched onto the heavy scales at the base of his neck. She used those to strap herself down, and despite glancing at the box he’d had army quartermasters bolt to his armored body, she didn’t question him about it.

‘You sure you can cloak me in your dark mana too?’ she asked. ‘I don’t want to give you away.’

‘I should be fine,’ he said along their telepathic bond. ‘The army papered the outside of that trunk in their best stealth inscriptions. It’ll burn out in a few hours, but for now I should be hard to sense coming. Adding my own abilities to that means it will not be easy to see me against the night sky.’

‘It never is,’ she sent, pride filling the message. ‘You’ve always been good at that. This is just a risky endeavor.’

‘Hard to wage a war without some risk,’ he teased. That earned him a kick, but thanks to Alecto’s healers putting in their hard work, he didn’t even feel it. Much. Harper’s metal body had gotten quite strong.

Flexing his wings, Nemesis hurled himself into the sky and took a moment to gather his mana, then he flooded his body with darkness until he became a hole in the sky. The mana muffled the sound of his rhythmic flaps, and he quickly gained the altitude he needed to glide on thermal updrafts.

He kept his mental gaze on Persephone and saw her ripple—then vanish. A faint distortion marked the area where he sensed her mind, and he knew she was using her light mana to bend light around herself… or something like that. He hadn’t fully understood her explanation the one time she’d shared it. It was a complex ability that combined moving light and recreating the area around her.

However it worked, it made her almost invisible. Persephone was definitely stealthier than Talia, which was why the gold dragon was at the back of the group. Talia was practically glowing against the night sky, her golden scales shimmering in the moonlight. He saw the small forms of Kaia and Min flying above her. Fortunately, Alecto had provided several talismans to reduce her mana signature, but Talia was not made for stealth.

Nemesis figured that would be fine. He didn’t intend to leave the camp sentries a chance to look at anything but him once he revealed himself. And he was certain the contents of that trunk would help.

‘Harper,’ he said, reaching out once they were moving steadily, ‘When we descend, I want you to focus on defensive techniques. I had the smith craft the trunk so each panel could be used as a shield. Think you can handle it?’

Her own techniques gave her significant control over metal mana, and Nemesis had made sure that the rims of the trunk sides were reinforced in steel. If she could take care of maneuvering them and he didn’t have to divide his focus, he could keep his attention on spreading carnage through the camp.

‘Don’t worry, Nemmy, I’ve got you,’ she sassed, and that had them both quietly exchanging mental caresses through their bond. Harper regularly teased, but she didn’t often sass, which was a signal to him that she was nervous. But she was also clearly in high spirits, and she’d never felt more powerful to him.

He hoped she’d had enough time adjusting to her immortal soul. His own had done a great deal to boost his power levels. He asked her to relay some stories about Persephone’s training while he flew, and while he’d heard some of it from Talia, he still made sure to listen.

Nemesis didn’t have words to express how proud he was of her for adapting to suddenly having a second body. His own attempts to adapt to his elven form had been awkward in the extreme. Harper had been patient with him, however, and he would return that kindness now. He freely let her feel his physical sensations while he flew, and she fell silent when taking in how his body moved through the air.

He knew the legion’s camp was some distance from Alecto’s, because it was one of the logistical problems they faced in dealing with the imperials. The need to move around the enemy camp to clear out the hunting meant Alecto’s forces had had to spread out widely if they wanted to avoid being spotted. It left the main body of the sect camp vulnerable and was one reason they were using such high-powered stealth formations.

But even knowing that, Nemesis wasn’t prepared for the size difference between the two camps. The mass of soldiers dwarfed the outpost that they’d established in the mountains. Wooden palisades were laid out in a huge square to contain the neat rows of tents and hastily prepared warehouses.

Towers marked the corners of the camp, and various light sources were set behind the walls, but not where they’d ruin the night vision of the guards walking the walls themselves. It gave them a better chance of spotting something coming from the darkness.

Something like him.

But he didn’t intend to give them much chance for that; he curved his wings and began his spiraling circuit around the camp. He was high enough that he could only barely pick up the flickers of mental energies below. He knew he’d have to get closer to find out if there were wards against his power, so he stopped putting that off.

Folding his wings, Nemesis dove and made sure to keep a firm telekinetic grip around both Harper and the trunk. The ground approached rapidly, and he could soon pick out individual soldiers walking along the walls. It was faint over the whistle of the wind, but he could soon hear the screeches of angry gryphons. The beasts had picked up his approach.

Lights began springing up around the camp and Nemesis heard the resonating call of a horn releasing a deep bass warning. He flicked apart the clasps that held the trunk together, and then Harper lifted the panels from his control. That left his mind firmly wrapped around the contents.

The whistling that came next had nothing to do with the wind and everything to do with mana-neutralizing feathers a sect blacksmith had transformed into slender, cross-shaped throwing blades for Nemesis. The man had managed to make three from each of the feathers that survived his experimentation, which meant over two hundred stars went flying into the camp.

The soldiers on the walls and in the watchtowers were just looking upward when the blades flashed through the darkness at them. Defensive techniques went up and Nemesis punched his weapons through many of them. Physical barriers succeeded in blocking the stars, but barriers of pure mana easily were pierced.

That only netted him a dozen or so kills, but the sudden bombardment threw the camp into chaos. Screams rang out and even more lights ignited around the camp as the soldiers attempted to spot what exactly was attacking them. Most were racing to the walls to see what had caused the alarm.

Only a few looked up to see his wings snap open and his tremendous body suddenly arc in a curve that had him racing over their warehouses. But spotting him and stopping the gas cloud that spewed from his mouth were two separate things. Caustic, acidic vapors began to eat into their stores and sent men stumbling and choking in their attempts to get out of the green fog.

Nemesis tipped one wing and swung his tail while he began to flap upward once more. The spikes he’d grown on reaching A-rank smashed one of the watchtowers to kindling—which promptly exploded everywhere. He had to flick his tail to relieve himself of a corpse that had gotten impaled, but he managed that as an absentminded reflex.

Most of his attention was focused on using telekinesis to drag his stars out of the soldiers and barriers they’d hit and back into the air behind him. He flicked and spun them in a cone that chased along after him—and in doing so used them to block and carve through several attacks chasing him into the sky.

Harper hadn’t been idle either. The shield panels from the trunk were constantly moving to block strikes against his wings. She prioritized that vulnerable flesh and trusted his scales to take most of the other hits. He appreciated that, because aside from a few of the more powerful shots, he was managing to handle the disorganized chaos as well as he’d hoped.

But already horns were sounding to bring order to the camp. ‘They’re getting their shit together,’ he noted. He pushed his thoughts out to Persephone and the others. ‘The camp’s attention is definitely on me. I can hear the gryphons getting ready to take flight. Be careful.’

A fireball detonated in the fortifications, and he realized a spark or lantern must have set off the cloud of acid. The crackle of flames rose into the air and was silenced by numerous techniques meant to keep the camp safe. Nemesis wished he was closer at the moment, but sadly he couldn’t catch the scent of cooked cultivator.

‘They put that fire out fast,’ Harper said.‘Pity.’

‘I’ll make sure mine’s a bit harder to handle,’ Talia promised. Nemesis swung his head to look in her direction and saw what looked like a cloud of tiny crimson fireflies high in the sky. Whatever spell Talia was preparing, he knew she’d planned on using most of her power in a single shot.

But before she did anything, Persephone revealed herself.

The silver dragon dropped the technique that kept her hidden, revealing that she’d used her mana to make herself look like a green dragon. Emerald scales glowed with a luminescence that constantly flashed and rippled. Nemesis knew that such flashes made it harder for the cultivators to take in exact details of her shape.

But he had no idea what technique she used to cause every scale along her body to glow a different color—then send beams of light raining down at the camp. Shields, both physical and mana-based, rose all over when the soldiers saw her appear. They layered a ceiling of defenses across the top of their camp in an attempt to stop the attack.

Most of the bolts of light did splash harmlessly against their defenses. The interlocking techniques were hard to break, but Persephone’s light punched through a number of places and drew screams from the men and women they hit.

Unfortunately, with the soldiers being far more alert on this pass, she also faced a much greater number of reprisals. Arrows, spears, boulders, blades, and elemental attacks in countless numbers rose into the air and tore through her. Nemesis might have screamed at the sight of her blood flying into the air—except the telepathic link placed her actual body just outside their camp on the other side.

The illusion was destroyed and finally came apart to fall like glittering dust to the camp below. Persephone didn’t waste time in flying upward to join him where he circled. Gryphons were also rising into the air, the flock large enough that Nemesis actually felt a bit anxious at the sight of it.

‘That’s a lot of gryphons,’ Persephone sent. He took comfort that she sounded just as nervous as he felt. ‘Do we have a plan for that many gryphons?’

‘We do,’ Talia announced. She swept through the space between Nemesis and Persephone, a thousand flaming hummingbirds drifting around her. ‘Me.’

Min and Kaia had the good sense not to dive after her while Talia passed through, and Nemesis was glad for that—what Talia unleashed bordered on uncontrolled. The cloud of hummingbirds came apart and flew in every direction. They were clearly tracking the gryphons somehow, and every time a flaming needle-beak stabbed into flesh they erupted into a fireball.

But the constant detonations among the imperial mounts was only a fraction of the spell’s power. The rest crackled and buzzed while they flew down into the camp and began crashing against the soldiers’ defenses. A powerful flame cultivator tried to gather the conflagration, and for a moment the entire flock began to spiral to her will—then Talia detonated all of them.

If the heat of the flames wasn’t enough to damage the camp, the sheer concussive force of that many fireballs going off all at once did the job. Nemesis watched tents collapse, walls crack, and the warehouses shudder. The simultaneous blasts of Talia’s spells acted like a giant hand slapping down on the legions, and while he didn’t think they’d actually killed many of the soldiers, the bird-brained mounts had not fared as well.

Persephone had started shooting thin beams of light at the gryphons once they’d begun darting away from Talia’s spell, and the distractions cost them. They were so busy dodging the mana attacks that many didn’t notice Nemesis sending his flying stars into their midst.

The flock quickly wound up in complete disarray and blood filled the air. By the time the dragons began their retreat, at least half the flock was injured, and a quarter had died. But the sight of cultivators rising on flying swords made it clear their foes had organized themselves enough to retaliate.

And that was their signal to flee.

Kaia sent a beam of plasma out into the night air to tear the lead rider in half. The lightning-infused flame charred a clean hole through the man’s torso and saw the others slow down. To encourage their caution, Nemesis and Talia both belched huge clouds of flames over the retreating gryphons, and though it didn’t kill many, it did momentarily light up the sky, casting draconic shadows over them.

That slowed their pursuers even further, and Nemesis kept throwing his stars at them until he could no longer reclaim the weapons. He regretted that, but the smith had warned him that the blades would likely break if they were used more than a few times, and he didn’t think the fragile missiles would survive their fall to the ground below.

He hoped the same could be said for any riders he hit.


Chapter Nineteen


They couldn’t immediately return to Alecto’s camp, so they fled into the fog. Nemesis could sense their pursuers, though the legionnaires were smart enough to start using concealment techniques to make it harder to determine their numbers.

‘Harper,’ he said, still using the group telepathic link, ‘time to transform into your other body.’

Surprise radiated from her, but he felt her pulling the metal anchors from his scales. Then she leaped into the air and her body expanded into the steel-colored dragon. His sharing of his memories of flight had clearly helped her expand her muscle memory, because this time he saw no sign of a struggle in the way she snapped her wings open and began flying above him.

‘What’s going on?’ Persephone asked, her mental voice excited, though there were also threads of worry in the emotions he could sense. ‘We’re not splitting up, are we?’

‘What? No!’ protested Kaia. ‘The plan was that we lure a pursuit force into the fog and eliminate it. You know we didn’t kill as many of them as we’d hoped. A lot of the injured in the camp are going to be healing already.’

‘We’re not splitting up,’ Nemesis assured them. ‘If any of them escape our ambush and report back after seeing Harper and an ice dragon, they’ll report we have even larger numbers than they original thought.’

‘Clever,’ Harper said, ‘Doesn’t that mean you need to change, Nemmy?’ Her feeling calm enough to tease him was reassuring, and Nemesis felt some of the tension drain from the group. He let himself chuckle before putting his focus on altering his mana signature.

He drew from his ice core, the ambient moisture, and the chill in the fog barrier to coat his scales in frost, and a flexible white coating molded itself along his huge body. On a whim, Nemesis caused several icicles to grow out along his head like a crown.

‘That’s kind of hot,’ Min said over the link. Nemesis was amused to note she’d tried to pitch her voice like she was whispering.

‘I’ll say,’ Talia agreed. ‘I wish I could disguise myself like that.’

‘That’s not a bad idea,’ Persephone added. Then her body shimmered and light mana refracted off the fog as a pair of luminous wings grew from her body. Rainbow feathers formed along the wings, and suddenly she took on the appearance of a rainbow-hued serpent.

By that point, Nemesis had lost almost all contact with their pursuers. Knowing he couldn’t allow that to remain the case, he bid the others to rise up and gain altitude while he banked so he could circle around and head back toward those chasing them.

He was only managing to keep the barest mental contact and wasn’t sure how many legionnaires were behind them, but he didn’t want to risk losing track of them. His choice proved sound a few minutes later when several mind sparks became clear to him.

The first group he saw was a cluster of twenty gryphons—this time with riders. They had a handful of cultivators moving among them without mounts as well, but the way they constantly shifted made it hard for Nemesis to get a firm count. None of them were using movement techniques he was familiar with.

What Nemesis did take note of were the weapons clutched in the hands of the gryphon riders. Each held a lance glowing with death mana. The long steel shafts were heavily inscribed, and he saw they were tipped with an eerie green crystal that looked sharp enough to cut through anything. Their gryphons were more powerful than the average ones he’d come across as well. None of them were the standard air-aligned spirit beasts. Their feathers gleamed with metallic threads, and Nemesis sensed flame mixed into their scents.

And every single one of them had a mind spark equal to a young human’s in complexity.

These must be some of their most powerful mounts, he mused. Dragon killers? The lances look custom-made for penetrating armor and transferring some kind of weakness or curse. This group might represent some of their best hunters. If we kill them, it could weaken the army significantly.

He broadcast everything he was seeing to the others and felt disgust flare within Persephone. ‘Dragon hunters,’ she spat. ‘Enforcers meant to take down wild dragons and keep the Scaleguard in line. Their lances are bane items. They’ll spread corruption and disease tailored specifically to us if they punch through our scales.’

‘Do we attack?’ Talia asked. Nemesis was proud that he didn’t sense fear in the gold dragon, though she, like all of them, regarded the gryphon riders with a wary respect. And it was a good question. The group outnumbered them significantly. Discounting the cultivators moving under their own power, there were over three gryphons per dragon.

‘We do,’ Nemesis decided. ‘I trust between Talia and Min you’ll be able to cleanse the curses. But fight at range when you can. The gryphons aren’t normal evolutions and we don’t know what innate skills they might have. We’ll hit them in—fuck!’

Nemesis suddenly rolled to allow a black gryphon that reeked of disease to flash through his space. He hadn’t even been aware of the creature’s existence until it had reached striking distance. “Dragon to the left!” screamed the elf woman on its back. She lashed out with a whip that seemed to stretch forth to kiss his scales. A lash of pain tore down his side when the enchanted weapon carved a furrow in his side.

The gryphons pivoted with impossible precision and the independent cultivators spread out around the flock. Each threw out their hands, and mana surged. Techniques linking, they created a spherical barrier around the group.

All but the black gryphon—that beast continued to move independently, and its speed was a problem for Nemesis. The mount swept under him and its rider lashed out with her whip once more. Pain crackled along Nemesis’ belly and disrupted his attempt to smash the pair with his tail when they went past.

But it didn’t stop him from releasing a massive cone of snow and ice into the air directly in the flock’s path. The bitter cold caused frost to form along their barrier; Nemesis saw it rippling under the impacts of countless shards of ice. He made sure to keep passing what he learned to the others.

‘That’s Countess Rea,’ Min said, ‘she’s an S-rank cultivator… I thought she’d been banished from the kingdom long ago.’

‘No. Pressed into personal service to the Immortal,’ Persephone snarled. ‘Punishment for killing one of his concubines in a duel. Her gryphon is the most powerful one of its kind in the Empire.’

‘Good,’ Nemesis snarled, ‘then it will truly hurt them when I kill the beast.’

As the gryphon came back around, Nemesis swung a telekinetic wave at it instead of trying to respond physically. The invisible force smashed into the mount’s head like a hammer and the creature staggered in midair. Its altitude dropped with the missed wingbeats, so Nemesis took that moment to lash out with his tail. One of the thagomizers slashed through the gryphon’s wing, though the wound didn’t seem as severe as he’d expected.

That became a shadow? he realized incredulously a moment later. It had taken him a moment to realize that the gryphon had lost its physical coherence right after his tail struck. When the flesh reformed it was bleeding, but he’d failed to shatter its wing.

Countess Rea’s whip snaked around his clawed leg and she yanked like she thought she could pull his foot free of his body. The strength she displayed was admirable, but she couldn’t budge his bulk—and the action meant she’d locked herself in place for him.

Nemesis twisted like a striking snake and his jaws slammed shut. Her gryphon saved her life by diving, but he’d torn the whip from her grip and caught some of her hair in between his fangs. The countess retaliated with a technique that came too fast for him to catch. Complex mana formed directly under his head, and then exploded in a detonation that tossed him backward like he weighed nothing.

He flipped end over end and saw that the others had engaged the rest of the gryphon riders. Persephone and Talia had done something to shatter their barrier, judging by the number of cultivators sporting burns across their bodies. Illusory dragons covered Min, Kaia, and Harper, all while they flew inside the phantasms to use their breath from concealment.

It offered the smaller dragons protection from the lancers, and it also forced the gryphons to spread out to avoid false claws and fangs. Nemesis would have been proud of them if he hadn’t been so focused on reorienting himself in midair.

Because the damned countess hadn’t backed off a hair.

Her gryphon chased him down like it thought it could actually kill him, and only his constant telekinetic buffets kept it from using its talons on his wings. Countess Rea, however, had drawn a new weapon from some storage device, and she was once more lashing him with a whip—only this one had three tails and didn’t damage him physically.

No, the damned thing was attacking his soul.

The pain of each strike was indescribable, and Nemesis could feel the egg that housed his immortal soul cracking just a bit more each time she got a clean hit on him. None of the individual wounds were significant, but if he couldn’t put a stop to them he might find his cultivation ruined.

He curled his head around and released a torrent of ice and cold from his jaws. A flex of his throat narrowed the cone and focused the power of the attack at the gryphon. For the first time, Nemesis caught the beast with a clean hit it couldn’t phase through. Frost formed along its wings and a technique built into its saddle flashed.

That enchantment might have saved its muscles from freezing solid, but he still forced the beast to scream in pain. To his frustration, his chance to follow up on the attack was spoiled by three lances attempting to drive through his spine. Nemesis smashed them out of alignment telekinetically, and then used his bulk to body block the gryphon riders.

The move clearly wasn’t what they were expecting, because the spirit beasts didn’t even try to avoid the impact. But Nemesis received a surprise of his own when the solid bodies of the gryphons dug their claws into his scales—he felt molten metal burning into his flesh.

Only one was close enough for him to smash with his tail; he had to clamp his jaws closed around another. Neither died, but the tail-strike knocked its target off of him and he flung the other away with his teeth. Unfortunately, that left the last one scampering across his back like a deranged cat trying to reach his wing.

That was until Kaia flashed down the length of his spine and a line of plasma punched in one side of the gryphon’s head and out the other. A roll of his body in the air saw him flinging the dead spirit beast away. Kaia tackled its rider and the two of them went tumbling. Nemesis wanted to help, but the Countess and her shadow gryphon had returned.

She used that strange detonation technique again, this time to trigger several explosions all around him. He was buffeted by wave after wave of force, which made dodging her gryphon almost impossible. Almost, because it was forced to twist away at the last moment when Talia set off a fireball in its face.

Nemesis didn’t hesitate to use that brief moment to collapse his wings to his side and drop toward the ground. Mid-fall, he lashed out with his mind and caught the ankles of several gryphons so that his descent saw them being dragged down with him. Pulling them out of formation gave the others a chance to lash out. The scent of blood quickly filled the air.

Nemesis bellowed in rage when he saw that not all of that blood belonged to the legionnaires. Talia let out a pained scream when a lance carved open her side and sickly-green energy swelled through the wound. Min was there almost immediately, and a beam of healing water splashed over golden scales. Harper caught that gryphon in a spray of metal sharps that tore its body apart.

The aerial melee was pure chaos with Persephone continually casting illusions to hide her light lances. Once she’d recovered, Talia’s flame spells flew out and set fire to her enemies. Yet Nemesis couldn’t take it in the scene long—the countess continued to follow him. One of her arms was coated in frost and couldn’t seem to move freely. Sadly, it wasn’t the hand clutching her whip.

“You die tonight, dragon!” she hissed in a malevolent voice. Nemesis wasn’t sure if she was trying to intimidate him, but he figured she deserved an answer.

“No thanks,” he said, then opened his mouth and spat a thin stream of venom into the face of her gryphon. He had planned on using another blast of cold but he recognized the pattern of the protective barrier she’d just activated.

Her frost ward didn’t help stop his corrosive breath.

His attack blasted straight through the barrier, causing emerald liquid to splatter across the face, shoulders, and wings of her mount. Flesh smoked and charred while inky lines of poison sank into its blood. The drops that hit the Countess did a marvelous job distracting her.

One droplet hit her right in the eye and she released a shriek when the orb began dissolving. He doubted the venom would kill her immediately, but it left them both open for an attack. Nemesis spread his wings and lunged upward to bite down on the pair. Wings cracked under his fangs and blood filled his mouth.

Some kind of mana technique went off between his jaws and then the blood in his mouth was his own. His tongue felt like it had been flayed, and the bones of his lower jaw cracked while it was forced wide open. The Countess lunged out from between his fangs, using a movement technique.

She spun and lashed out with her whip to carve three lines of pain across his muzzle—Nemesis was forced to twist his head to take some of the blow across his horn to avoid having the bladed tip strike his eye.

This time when he spat it was just a glob of blood, but she flinched in a way that made it clear she feared his venom. He took advantage of the momentary distraction to attack her mind with every ounce of telepathic might he could muster.

Shock and confusion radiated from the wounded noble when his mind slammed into hers. Then, Nemesis dug his mental hooks into her mind spark. ‘Come here, I’m hungry,’ he growled into her stunned consciousness, wrenching out for all he was worth. Blood spewed from her lips and she reached for some talisman on her armor.

A thin lance of light from Persephone sliced the woman’s arm off at the shoulder. Then it was too late for her: Nemesis tore her mind free and swallowed it greedily.


Chapter Twenty


Despite the Countess’ death, the battle wasn’t over.

Nemesis rose higher and drew in the moisture and cold of the fog to help replenish his mana. He had a vicious ache from the strain of using his telepathy against such a powerful cultivator, and he could tell that his telekinesis would further aggravate that. But he was still powerful even without his psionics, and he had no intention of allowing his lovers to face the legion without him.

Not that they hadn’t gotten their own share of kills. From what he could see of the chaotic aerial battle, they’d killed a full third of the gryphons and most of the independently flying cultivators. But one of the imperials was disrupting Persephone’s illusions, and the soldiers had begun targeting Min, Kaia, and Harper to get rid of what they perceived as easy kills.

‘Transform and land on my back,’ he sent to the trio. The three smaller dragons twisted in midair and dove toward him with a half-dozen riders chasing them. Nemesis embraced the pain of using his mind to draw weapons and robes from his storage ring and tossed them up to the women while they returned to their true bodies.

The six gryphons diving at him were met with a blast of cold so intense the fog instantly transformed into shards of ice that blasted into their faces. One of the riders used a wind technique to part Nemesis’ breath to either side and tried to push through the opening—only to take an arrow to the throat from Kaia.

The rider’s gryphon saw one of Harper’s javelins sinking into its shoulder and the beast’s wing sagged. Neither blow was fatal, but they did push the legionnaires to abandon their attacks. ‘You took care of the countess?’ Harper asked, sounding breathless even through their mental link.

‘I did. Along with that mount of hers. But my mind is strained. If you three can keep their techniques off me, I’ll handle killing them,’ Nemesis said, laying out the plan he’d formed. Because no matter how powerful his mana cores, he was still incapable of projecting mana techniques past his scales efficiently.

Fortunately, his partners didn’t have that issue.

Putting her back to his spine, Min caused wooden vines to begin rippling outward across his body. The bark armor was thin due to his massive size, but underneath it seeped healing waters and Nemesis felt his minor wounds fading. More, the fatigue that had been building up drained away.

Kaia’s hair burst into flames and spun around her like a tornado. Axes of fire formed in that swirling inferno, which Nemesis knew she could hurl with devastating effect. The fire tornado also served as a shield against projectiles when she wished it. Between her and Min, his defenses were now quite formidable.

Running along his neck to his head, Harper crouched between the base of his horns and let out a groan. When he felt metal forming around his head, he was stunned. ‘When did you learn to do this?’ he asked, bewildered to find a dragon helm forming perfectly over his skull.

‘Been working on it for a while… never had the power to pull it off before, though,’ she said, gasping. ‘My immortal soul forming has given me a huge boost. Now we’ll make the Empire regret letting me grow so much.’

‘Amazing,’ Nemesis said, genuinely impressed that she could create metal through her mana at such volume. His head came around and slashed through the wing of a gryphon trying to streak by, but he only managed to clip it with his horn.

‘Behind you!’ Talia called over their link. ‘Gryphon charging with a death lance.’

Nemesis roared in anger and lashed out with his tail. A gryphon that thought it could sneak up on him exploded into a cloud of blood and feathers when his spiked tail smashed through it. ‘Thanks, Talia!’ he sent back. ‘Are you okay?’

‘My mana purified the curse. It’s nasty, though. If Min hadn’t healed me, I would have bled out before I managed it,’ the gold dragon replied.

‘You’re welcome!’ Min whispered cheekily. She’d clearly used a lot of her power armoring Nemesis, and he could feel her conserving energy and cultivating to replenish what she could on his back. Nemesis sent them both a warm burst of affection.

‘I’ll make sure Talia thanks you properly later, Min,’ he promised with a warm growl. ‘In fact, if we can finish this fight soon, I am finding a quiet place and reminding you all how much I love you.’

The vow seemed to act as motivation for Persephone despite the distance, because the silver dragon suddenly spun and transformed into a beam of light that blazed a hole through two gryphons and left their riders trying to activate flight techniques. Talia didn’t give them a chance. She exhaled flame across a wide plane to char them from the sky.

‘We’re killing them all,’ Persephone growled, ‘I need to get laid so bad it hurts!’

She rematerialized above Nemesis and stroked a tail across his hip. Despite her bold words, he could tell that she was starting to flag. Light mana took a great deal of effort, and her more advanced techniques drained her quickly.

That just urged Nemesis to fly faster and hit harder, so he drew heavily on his lightning core to flood his muscles. The burst of speed saw him explode upward and his jaws clamped down on a gryphon that couldn’t get out of the way on time.

The beast’s rider leaped from the saddle to land on Nemesis’ head, but she was met by a sword-wielding Harper. The ring of steel echoed and the pair danced across the helm Harper had formed. But despite the legionnaire’s skill, the woman couldn’t get a solid hit, and each time she got the upper hand she was forced to dodge a spike of metal that flicked up at her legs.

Frustrating as it was to literally host a sword fight, Nemesis couldn’t let himself focus on it. There were only a few gryphons left, but they were the strongest—discounting the Countess’ mount. He, Talia, and Persephone were larger, but the gryphons were faster and able to turn faster.

At least, they could turn faster than Nemesis and Talia. The winged dragons began pushing the beasts, and when they dodged Persephone twisted herself into a knot—her claws flashed out with light extending their length. Blood sprayed into the air and wings spun away to race their owners to the ground.

The pair that avoided Persephone’s attacks arced away, but that let Nemesis and Talia each catch one: Talia with her tail and Nemesis on his horns. The impact threw off Harper’s opponent, and Harper’s blade flashed a second later to take the woman’s head from her body.

Kaia and Min, meanwhile, were engaged in a duel of their own. Several of the riders that Persephone had forcibly dismounted had made the leap to Nemesis’ back. One foolishly sprang onto Talia and was screaming in agony as his body burned to a crisp in the flames of her aura.

Her spear spinning, Min pushed back the pair attacking her while Kaia sent fire-axes at any who tried to get behind the blonde. Kaia’s own opponent was heavily armored, and his mace boomed against her shield repeatedly while he tried to force her back.

Min’s spear wound up entangled with the trident of her opponent, and the legionnaire’s partner blasted Kaia’s flames apart with a water technique. The soldier swept around behind Min and aimed to stab her in the back—the attack halted when an elvish rapier burst through the legionnaire’s chest.

Harper twisted her blade and spun to rip it out of the woman’s side. Her elbow lashed around to slam into the dying soldier’s forehead, and then Harper kicked her into the air. During that time, Min had flipped her spear around in a move that sent the trident out wide and impaled her enemy through his eye. She flexed and sent him flying.

Keeping the mace at bay with her shield, Kaia had flames swirling all around the armored man trying to crush her—his plate mail had started to glow a dull red. Despite seeming to handle the heat, the man slowed down after each swing, and Kaia’s sword flicked out a few seconds later to punch through his armor.

He collapsed on Nemesis’ back while his blood burned off his overheated mail. Kaia used her foot to roll him so he’d tumble off, then let out a sigh. ‘I needed that,’ she said, ‘I feel like I haven’t killed anyone in one-on-one combat in forever.’

Nemesis let out a weary chuckle and twisted in the air to check for any survivors. ‘Did we miss anyone?’

‘I saw one scout flying away… as planned,’ Persephone answered. ‘Now let’s go down and eat! Especially you girls. You’re growing dragons now and you need your sustenance. Those gryphons will make wonderful sources of energy for you.’

To Nemesis’ surprise, he didn’t feel a single hint of squeamishness from any of the riders. Aside from Harper’s firm, ‘I am not eating any of the legionnaires,’ none of them argued the point.

Stripping, the women tossed Nemesis the gear he’d given them and dove off his back to return to draconic form while falling toward the ground. He was proud to see how smoothly they took on their new bodies, and then all of them were descending to find a feast. While the riders weren’t interested in the cultivators, he was…

Persephone and Talia joined him in cleaning the field of battle.

Looting what corpses they could find took a bit more time, since Nemesis had to be gentle with his telekinetic exertions, but they reclaimed everything of value they came across. For Nemesis, the true prize was the core of the shadow gryphon. He left the meat for the others and swallowed that down, allowing it to rejoin its master’s mind.

They ate their fill, stored what they wanted to save in his storage ring, and then cuddled into a pile to digest together. Nemesis was confident that nothing in the fog barrier was going to come after six dragons… and he still had enough mental energy to keep his senses alert for anything approaching.

Before they drifted into sleep, Talia and Persephone both cast spells to send messages out to Alecto and report everything they’d done. Persephone had a knack for encasing an illusion in the spells that would let Alecto witness everything firsthand.

Nemesis didn’t allow himself to sleep—he was focused on directing the newly consumed power through his body and into his soul. The mana around him was churning in a fierce storm, and it was only compounded by the emanations of his lovers.

Hours later when the ambient light began to rise, Nemesis brought up his scores to see how he was progressing.

Nemesis: current rank, A3. Potential Rank, Limitless

Breakdown of current ratings.

Mental A0

Lethality A3

Defensive A4

Physicality A3

Magic A3

Classification: Demigod. Subclassification: Prismatic.

He let out a pleased rumble. Despite having only gone up a single rank, he’d seen a rise in his Defensive score, and his Mental ability had sailed up to the peak of A-rank. War is good for growth, he mused. If I can devour more S-rank cultivators, I might push my mind into the S-ranks.

Nemesis knew some would argue that a dragon of his strength going after lower-level cultivators was cruel, but he didn’t give a damn. They were coming after his home, his sect, his freedom. He would see them all dead before he allowed them to take what was his.

The strain he’d put on his mind had already faded and he could tell his awareness had expanded. When he swept his telepathy around him, he picked up the mental sparks of a number of small beasts. The creatures trembled in fear when his mind’s eye passed over them. That just made him snort in amusement.

But he’d made a promise to his lovers during the battle and he intended to keep it. He did his best to scout through the fog to find an appropriate spot, and when he did, he began nudging his sleepy companions to get moving.

The riders transformed back into their original shapes and cuddled on his back to get more sleep… and when Persephone and Talia realized what was happening, they followed suit. Nemesis wasn’t about to complain about having five naked beauties pressing together among the spikes on his back, so he gladly carried them across the grass and toward the more-mountainous area he’d spotted.

Nemesis assumed his elven form and gently elevated his sleeping lovers into the air alongside him. His grip was so light that none of them realized they were floating while he escorted them into the cavern. It was not, as these things went, a particularly impressive cave. It was dusty, dry, and barely twenty feet across.

But he swept out all the debris and dirt with a flick of his mind and summoned a bed from his storage ring. Then he brought out a second bed to place next to it. He had to levitate himself to make enough space to put the third bed down across the ends of the first two, but managed to create a fairly stable, triple-size mattress for them all.

He settled each woman down on her back and gently braided their hairs up and out of the way into crowns around their heads. Humming to himself, Nemesis examined each of them and drew out massage oils and silk clothes, then began to rub down their bodies. They slowly awoke while he eased the tension from their flesh and washed them.

Despite the sensual display of femininity before him, Nemesis took his time to ensure they were comfortable, clean, and free of aches. He was in no mood to rush things, and staring at them simply confirmed they were his hoard.

His true treasure.

Of course, his mood and theirs were slightly different, because each started to moan with far more eagerness the longer he worked their bodies over to draw out the tensions—before he knew it, they were stroking their own skin.

Persephone was the first one to break. “Nemmy, if you don’t fuck me right now I might try and kill you,” she breathed. “Especially if you keep driving me crazy with that damned silk rag.”

“It feels nice though,” Min whispered. “I don’t want it to stop.”

“Yeah… it is nice,” Harper agreed, “but I want more too.”

“Agreed,” Talia and Kaia said in unison, which brought giggles out from all the women. Nemesis watched them, a small smile playing over his lips.

“Then I guess we’re ready to begin.”


Chapter Twenty-One


‘Beginning’ entailed some lovely silk ropes being drawn from his storage ring to bind Harper’s wrists above her head. Nemesis didn’t stop there, however; he wove the ropes in a diamond pattern from her wrists down to her shoulders, then formed a harness around her torso that squeezed her breasts just enough to maximize their look.

Then he brought her knees up to her ribs and bound her legs open with her calves tied to her thighs and her knees tethered to her thighs. It left her exposed, and the more rope he added, the faster she breathed. By the time he’d secured the last knot, she was glistening with desire.

Nemesis hadn’t forgotten about the other ladies, and he glanced over at Persephone with heat in his eyes. “Hon, would you be so kind as to grab Kaia and ensure she can’t move? I promise you’ll be rewarded.”

The redhaired cultivator wasn’t prepared for Persephone to suddenly seize her and pin her arms behind her back with one forearm. Persephone’s other hand looped around Kaia’s waist, then the silver dragon hooked her ankles inside Kaia’s thighs and used the leverage to part her legs enough to reveal her pussy.

“Hey!” Kaia cried out in surprise. “Why am I being grappled?” She sounded bewildered, but Nemesis knew the woman loved being overpowered, even if he usually did it himself. He reached out to stroke a hand up her thigh, then delivered a soft slap to her inner thigh.

“Because your little dragon owes Min some serious thanks, and I am not letting you interfere,” Nemesis said, keeping a mild edge to his voice, just to add to the ambiance. It also marked his attention turning to the blonde pair watching eagerly from Kaia’s other side. “Speaking of… Talia, I had best hear Min cumming soon, or you’ll be in trouble. Now get to work.”

He followed that order with a telekinetic slap to Talia’s ass that sent ripples across her backside. She let out a quiet “Eep!” and rolled on top of Min to kiss the other woman so furiously Min couldn’t get a single word out. Though Nemesis noticed it didn’t stop Min from grabbing handfuls of Talia’s breasts. The pair were soon a tangle of arms and legs, kissing for all they were worth.

He studied his lovers, taking his time because leaving Harper tied down simply made her even more worked up, and with Kaia pinned and unable to touch Talia or Min, the redhead was getting thoroughly aroused. Persephone was the one he needed to make sure felt good, so his mind reached out and began vibrating her nipples and clit.

“Oh fuck!” she blurted, unprepared for the invisible touch. “That’s cheating, Nemesis!” Squirming, she tightened her arms around Kaia in a way that saw the warrior bending despite being bigger than Persephone—and thus causing Kaia’s nipples to tighten with need.

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked. The silver dragon immediately, and violently, shook her head in denial. “Okay, then, be a good girl and make sure Kaia watches every bit of her slutty lover pleasuring Min.”

“I’m not slutty…” Talia pouted, though the words were muffled by her lips locked around Min’s nipple. “I’m just fri—mmph!” Whatever she’d intended to say became unintelligible, because Min grasped either side of her head and pushed down with such force that Talia’s head was soon trapped between the other woman’s thighs.

Nemesis gave Min a nod of approval, then turned his attention back to Harper. His fingers stroked along her thigh and danced across her folds, gently caressing them until his digits were dripping, then sliding them in. Harper arched while his fingers stroked in and out, and her nails scraped against the headboard.

Persephone had hitched herself and Kaia onto their sides so that Kaia was facing her lover, and that gave Nemesis access to Persephone’s lovely ass. He reached out with his other hand and stroked the curved muscle, then let his fingers fill her pussy until she was moaning herself.

Hard as a rock, Nemesis contemplated which of his beautiful lovers he wanted to reward first. He had no problem using his hands to make Harper and Persephone squirm, but his commands had occupied the other three. Who would have thought having a harem would require so much planning? he thought to himself. So much coordinating to do just make sure everyone has fun.

Studying the arrangement, he decided Persephone would enjoy him first. A small adjustment and his fingers were replaced with the tip of his cock. Two whines greeted his ears while he pushed into her. One came from the dragon, stretching around him and loving it. The other came from Harper, having to accept she had to either wait her turn or break her bonds to get what she wanted.

He knew Harper was fully capable of snapping those ropes. They were utterly mundane. But he also knew she didn’t want to. She loved the sensation of the bonds on her skin. Which didn’t mean she wouldn’t break herself free if he made her wait too long… but first he had another lover to focus on.

Energy gathered within him, and he thrust it into Persephone along with his shaft. When he bottomed out, he felt the mana surge into her and she gasped. She flexed her hips and pushed back at him, which made the cultivation begin. Each of them had been marked with the energy-transference tattoos, so Nemesis had no worry about the others not benefiting. He set a fast pace, and the power rolled alongside the pleasure between them.

Min spasmed, testament to Talia’s skilled fingers and tongue, but Nemesis knew the gold dragon wouldn’t stop with a single moment of bliss. Until he told her to stop, Min would have to suffer under the other woman’s artful touch. Momentarily distracted, Nemesis realized he’d shifted the rhythm of his thrusts to match the bounce of Min’s breasts.

Though given the way Persephone let out a sudden shriek of pleasure, he considered that a success. The mana surged between them, and thundered into him with her orgasm, but Nemesis didn’t let the ball of mana spread—no, he condensed it further and pulled back from Persephone.

Kaia had no warning when he yanked her thigh up and hilted inside of her. His ridges stretched her out, and it was only the strength of her cultivation that kept her from suffering at the sudden invasion. But the violence was one thing she craved from him, and when he began pounding her, she screamed.

“Fuck! Nemesis, w-w-warn me! Umph,” she rasped, her throat hoarse from the sounds he’d forced her to make. His only response was to pound her faster and force her to pass the mana he’d accepted from Persephone back to him. The rapid exchange caused the power to swell, and the denser that globe of energy, the greater the pleasure Kaia felt.

When he leaned over her and bit one of her firm breasts to flick his tongue over her nipple, she finally came undone. The redhead simply shattered and almost lost control of their technique. Nemesis felt the energy start to splinter and was impressed when she caught it and cast it back to him.

Nemesis replaced his fingers and cock with his mind, making sure to keep Harper, Persephone, and Kaia writhing while he shifted position and grasped Talia by her hips. The golden scales that ran up her legs like stockings gleamed. She spread her thighs and arched her back down to present herself to him, all the while continuing to lap at Min.

Min caught his gaze, her blue eyes wide as another orgasm rippled through her. From what he could tell, Talia was getting both Min’s holes ready for him, on top of using her tongue on the woman’s clit. “What a good girl,” he praised. He didn’t specify which woman he was talking to and he felt surges of emotions from several of them. “You’re all such good girls.”

Humiliation radiated out of Kaia that was matched by the lust she felt from his mind pounding her in place of his cock. Persephone simply giggled and kept driving her hips against his mental pressure like she was trying to fuck his telekinesis. Harper squirmed in growing frustration, her passion spiraling to new heights. Min flushed with a mixture of embarrassment and pleasure at the praise. And Talia, well…

Nemesis didn’t give Talia more than a moment to take the compliment in before he pulled her back toward him to sheathe his cock. The submissive dragon gasped and clenched her muscles around his shaft, doing her best to tighten for him. She deftly caught the mana he passed her, and soon it was cycling between them with every stroke.

The cave around them, completely unprepared for the building power, was starting to crack and shake from the internal pressure. Each time Nemesis’ hips impacted Talia’s ass, a wave pulsed out and damaged their surroundings. He devoted a token of his focus on making sure nothing fell on them while they fucked, but that was it.

That same splinter of awareness kept an eye out for anything that might be sneaking toward them, because he knew they were putting out enough power at the moment to draw many beasts… or enemies.

Not that he planned on letting that stop him.

Bringing one hand down on Talia’s ass with a firm crack, Nemesis picked up the pace and did his best to keep her face crushed into Min’s thighs. The human hadn’t broken eye contact with him, and he saw her abdomen flex in a new wave of pleasure. When he started to vibrate her nipples, Min shouted, “Nemmy! W-what? N-no! Too fucking much!”

He ignored that, because he knew she didn’t mean it. So, with a grin, he increased the force of his thrusts into Talia and the gold finally found herself unable to keep licking Min. “W-w-what?” she asked in confusion. Between the pleasure of his bottoming out within her and her intense dedication to following commands, Talia had slipped into a trance.

A trance broken by him roughly fucking her up and along Min’s body until she was face to face with the other woman. Nemesis pressed down on Talia’s back to flatten the woman against her living mattress, and then dug his fingers into her muscles gently. “Talia,” he said softly, “cum for me.”

The command was all it took to set her off. Nemesis was more than willing to take shameless advantage of her obedience that way, and while she writhed he gathered the energy she passed back to him. With three lovers’ worth of power surging within the technique, it was now growing hard to manage. The mountain began to rumble, and when Nemesis reached under Min to lift her hips into position, the stones came apart on the first thrust.

Min, who had been tormented with pleasure the most, was already writhing when he bottomed out inside of her. She felt his cock strike her cervix and that extra sensation of pain sent her into a spiral where she simply couldn’t stop her orgasms. For all that her mind was growing increasingly hazy and her hands had begun flailing against Talia’s back in desperation, Min still managed to keep their dual cultivation moving steadily back and forth.

Fast, furious thrusts that left Talia trapped between them and Min screaming saw the energy growing tremendously. Nemesis wasn’t sure if it was the tattoos harnessing everyone’s power or something deeper, but he felt like he was still gaining mana from each of the women he’d claimed. It was reaching a point where his mind was all that was keeping the cave from collapsing on them—he was genuinely concerned he might hurt Harper when he took her.

A glance in her direction suggested she might hurt him if he didn’t.

His hands reached under the pair of women beneath him, and when he wrapped his fingers around Min’s breasts and squeezed, the woman lost herself completely. When the energy swept back into him, Nemesis knew he couldn’t give it back to her because she’d lost all ability to concentrate. He planted a kiss on her and one on Talia, then straightened up and used his mind to slide them over against Kaia.

Persephone was polite enough to release the redhead, and the muscular woman dove onto Talia to send them tumbling over and off Min. Instead of leaving Min alone, however, Persephone gathered the shaking woman into her arms and stroked her hair like a pet. The silver-haired dragon was still rocking her hips against his telekinesis, basking in the pleasure of the moment.

Harper let out a whimper when she rose into the air. “Is it finally my turn?” she said, breathless with desire. Her self-restraint meant the ropes were still intact, and Nemesis was impressed. The only reason the beds were in one piece was because he was shielding them, and he hadn’t realized Harper had pushed out her cultivation aura to keep her harness from coming apart.

“It is,” he replied, smirking while he levitated her into position. He tilted the rider up so he could kiss her helpless lips, and when she began to lower, her breasts rubbed against his chest. “I thought it only fitting my first rider bring me my climax.”

“Mmmm, I like that,” she purred. “I l-l-like that a lot!” Unable to prevent a stutter at the sensation of him filling her, Harper gasped and momentarily allowed her head to roll back. His arms went around her bound legs to clasp her ass, and he took over her rise and fall with his own hands.

Their technique was bloated with power, and it stretched his control just as much as he stretched Harper. Each time he hilted inside of her the ball shot between them, and each time she rose off his cock she tossed it back. The energy vibrated with its need to be released—the entire cavern around them had been shattered to gravel under its force.

Harper lifted her head, kissed him, and stared sharply into his eyes. “Fucking cum for me,” she demanded, “fill me, give it all to me. Release for us. R-release!”

The fact that she was helplessly bound with her arms above her head while she gave him commands was alluring in a strange way, and Nemesis let his self-control slide. His hands dug into her ass and he slammed her rapidly up and down his cock. With a sharp grunt, he felt his cock explode. Harper came apart the moment she felt his seed splashing into her, and with their mutual bliss, the energy they’d gathered was free to burst outward through them all.

The tattoos on their chests ignited with brilliant light that filled the cave. Ropes of pure mana shot out to bind each of them together. The energy built, swirled, and sank into them until it reached their souls. Then the mana flared and erupted in a wave that finally blew the small mountain they were sheltering in to fragments.


Chapter Twenty-Two


The fog barrier around them dissipated.

More accurately, the mana discharge from their dual-cultivation technique shredded the mist formations around the mountain they’d been hiding in and left them wide open and exposed to anyone looking.

Rocks rained down from the sky and Nemesis saw that they hadn’t just collapsed the cave in around them—they’d detonated the entire mountain to fragments. Boulders and other pieces of rubble had been blown into the sky and were actively dropping to the foothills nearby.

Nearly vibrating from the energy settling into his flesh, Nemesis shifted away from the others and allowed his true form to return. His body swelled and he came down on all four paws with his wings half-spread to balance him. His tail lashed and crushed a singular shard of stone that had remained upright under the explosion.

“I don’t think we’re going to be alone for long,” he said. He cast his mental sense wide, and without the fog it ranged extensively around them. “I sense at least six, maybe eight powerful minds heading in our direction.”

Persephone was the next to roll off the bed and she leaped high into the air. She must have been thirty, maybe forty feet up when her body resumed its slim, silver glory. She twisted herself through a complex loop and released a pulse of shimmering light. “I’ve covered us in an illusion for the moment,” she said, “but it won’t stand up to powerful sensory techniques.”

The others were all quick to get themselves ready. Nemesis saw them drawing their gear from their own storage devices, and soon they were armed and armored with their normal belongings. He debated picking the beds back up, and then noticed they’d failed to survive the cultivation, even with his shielding. That had him wondering just what kind of energies the group had harnessed in their efforts.
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He stared at the changes in surprise. Is this because Harper and the others have dragon bodies now… or because they all have their immortal souls developed? Despite not having seen any signs of a tribulation, Nemesis saw that Min and Kaia had joined Harper in containing an immortal soul within their cores.

A surge of energy nearby saw him looking upward and he realized that Persephone was rippling with mana. Light and sound seemed to swirl around her, encasing her body in a tornado of power. It shimmered in and out of existence like a cocoon trying to form, and Nemesis licked his fangs when he realized what he might be seeing.

“Persephone… have yo—” Nemesis didn’t get the chance to finished the question before she let out a bellow to challenge the heavens.

Literally.

Gold and black lightning blasted upward from the ground to strike her body, pass through her, and attack the sky. Clouds of fey light began spiraling into existence when the heavens lashed back at her. Nemesis stared in awe at the display, because he had never seen a dragon break through into S-rank before. The ambient mana around them skyrocketed, and if they hadn’t all been so deep into A-rank the atmosphere might have been lethal.

Instead, the lightning that slammed down seemed to bend like it wanted to strike them. Nemesis narrowed his gaze, spread his wings, and lunged into the blasts like he could tear them to pieces with his own claws. Black bolts of divine might twisting toward his riders lashed his powerful back instead.

Remembering that perfect moment of clarity and the dark, consuming void, Nemesis pulled that power into himself. “If you’re going to waste so much energy challenging our right to progress,” Nemesis roared at the sky, “then I’ll take it—I’ll take it all!” He clung to that mental image with all of his willpower and forced each strike to be channeled into his soul.

He could feel Persephone evolving, and when Talia was hit with a bolt of the golden energy, her own mana seemed to surge even while she screamed in pain. Min, Harper, and Kaia folded themselves beneath him to cultivate. Each member of their group slowly became a vortex of change.

“It is not your time,” came the heavenly voice. “Submit. This power is not for you.”

“My power is anything I can claim,” Nemesis growled back. “I am dragon. I am more. My will is indomitable. I will hunt. I will kill. I will claim my place among you, and you will be my prey!”

The divine message wasn’t wrong: the tribulation wasn’t meant for him. Each strike of that heavenly lightning burned his flesh and carved into his scales. But Nemesis stubbornly refused to release his concept. He drew that power into himself and pumped it into the egg held perfectly between his cores.

Cores that were spinning rapidly and sending energy flooding into his body in harmonized waves. They orbited his soul faster with each hit, and he could feel them condensing smaller, though he wasn’t sure why. Then new layers formed around them and they grew once more: denser, more complex, with something pure and elemental flickering at their centers.

“Submit, or your own tribulation shall come early,” demanded the heavens. But Nemesis wasn’t the one who answered them.

“Then let it come!” Talia screamed. Her rebellion was matched by cries from the women below him.

“We’re ready!” Min yelled.

“You cannot defeat us together,” Harper declared, stepping out from beneath him and allowing metal to sheathe her body.

Kaia made no grand announcement. She simply raced out from under him and leaped up onto Talia’s back. Her fires blended with Talia, and when the heavens tried to punish them, they swept their flames into a sucking wind that drew it inward.

Nemesis felt fear for his lovers, and that pushed him to draw deeper on what mana rained down around him. He felt the exact moment the gods decided to punish them all for their insolence; the deluge of power intensified and the sky turned the color of midnight. Red sparks and violet spears began bombarding them.

One red bolt struck Harper and drove her body hip deep into the soil below. Yet she didn’t flinch. Nemesis saw her lips firm into a grimace of determination, and then she spread her arms and thrust her hands at the sky in further challenge.

His own back was once more ravaged by the gods. He forced his wings open and spread them in an echo of Harper’s pose. His tail slammed down and tore rents in the ground while he vented the pain. Inside him, a storm of energy was cresting and spilling free of his cores. His soul couldn’t contain the power it was being hit with.

The egg in his soul space cracked, then shattered, and a moment later the fledgling spirit within was hit by the gods’ wrath. Five tiny maws opened to scream. But the sound they released were not cries of pain. Nemesis’ soul roared in hunger, and when the next bolts struck him, they drank greedily.

Then the mana from his cores struck and his soul seemed to blossom and expand. Nemesis felt his body dissolving from within. The sensation was beyond his comprehension. Mortal flesh gave way to something greater. His existence was coming apart, and yet his mind slid smoothly into his growing soul.

Almost before he grasped what had happened, his black scales fell to the ground. His entire body molted its armor, and for a brief moment his divine flesh was exposed to the tribulations of the heavens. Attack after attack struck him, and his existence became blinding pain. But he refused to allow it to crush him, and when he pushed back he found new scales forming around his form.

Then came silence.

It ended so abruptly that Nemesis failed to realize what had happened at first. The tribulation had concluded. A ribbon of light circles above him and he could make out Persephone’s glowing form within it. The bonfire to his right slowly cooled as Talia and Kaia drew their flames back into themselves.

A tree to his left gradually seemed to crack and crumble. The bark fell to reveal the beautiful form of Min stepping out of the water-laden trunk. She shook herself, somehow drawing all the moisture back into her body through her lips.

And he was relieved to find that Harper was pulling herself free of a hole in the ground. All of them radiated power to a degree they never had before. He could sense it over those ephemeral ties that bound their souls together… and he sensed it within himself.

He didn’t need to call his scores back up to confirm he had reached S-rank, but he did so anyway.
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His lips peeled back to reveal all of his fangs while he rumbled in satisfaction. “So much for it ‘not being my time,’” he murmured smugly. The energy within him was so dense, so thick that he wasn’t sure it qualified as mana anymore. The ambient energy around them rapidly depleted as they drew it into themselves.

“S-rank!” Persephone crowed while spinning herself wildly in the sky. “After so long, I finally reached it!” She twisted suddenly and draped her long form across his back. She looped her tail around his and her neck coiled around his own so she could thump her head into his jaw. “And you stole my thunder!”

Turning her eyes to the others a second later, she snorted. “You all did! Such naughty children… Haven’t you ever been taught to respect your elders? I can’t believe you all stole my tribulation to reach S-rank! Though… I suppose it is good teamwork.”

“Our teacher must have been very bad at her job,” Talia said, preening while she open and closed her wings to release tension from her form. “Since she completely failed to guide us in both humility and modesty.”

The sassy reply was so unlike the submissive gold that Nemesis had to take a moment to register it. Then he burst into thunderous laughter. “Well said, Talia, well said.” He had no problem moving with Persephone draped over him, so he walked across the broken terrain to butt his head against Talia’s.

Kaia ran up Talia’s neck and jumped from the gold dragon’s head onto his. She fell onto Nemesis’ snout like she was trying to hug the wide expanse of his muzzle. “It’s all because of you. You shared your technique with Talia and I. You all could have left us behind, but you didn’t. Thank you!”

He was shocked to find that the redhead was actually weeping, but felt a surge of relief when he realized it was joy and gratitude radiating from her mind. For a brief moment he had feared her advancement had revealed something to make her regret her choices.

When Min and Harper used movement techniques to flicker up onto his head and similarly embraced his horns, Nemesis truly wished he could cherish this moment. Love swirled around them, and immense satisfaction in knowing he had helped his partners achieve immortality glowed within him. But his mental senses chimed in a moment later—there were several powerful minds heading their way.

When he focused even more intently, he realized a great many more had been attracted to the power of the tribulation. He let out a huff of annoyance. “It would seem the war did not conveniently go away just because we ascended. I am detecting many individuals coming our way.”

“And my illusion was destroyed by the tribulation,” Persephone added. The cheerful manner in which she let that information out was at odds with them on the verge of being attacked, but Nemesis understood the sentiment.

He too craved a chance to test their new strength.

The reminder, however, worked to break his lovers from their reveling. They pushed themselves up and checked over their gear—which had been destroyed by the might of the heavens. Harper cried out in disgust to see that her blade had been broken to shards.

“Fine, we’ll do this without,” she announced, not the least bit intimidated. Nemesis watched Harper close her eyes, jump from his back, and transform into a dragon. Her steel body had grown larger, at least forty feet in length now. Her scales rippled when she hit the ground and her muscles flexed to absorb the impact. She furled her wings against her back, and then began clawing at the ground.

The reason became evident when the broken soil and boulders shifted and started to reform into a wide flat expanse of hardened stone that spread out from her feet like ripples in a pond. She created dips and ridges that he didn’t understand—until Min followed her example.

The aquamarine dragon looked at those deformations in the stone and began to fly in slow loops over them. Rain fell from her body and water accumulated in the channels Harper had created. Ponds, thin streams, and a moat all marked the arena Harper was willing into being.

Nemesis searched his storage ring and pulled out everything made of metal he could bear to part with. He used his telekinesis to heat the pieces until they were melted slag, then released them into Harper’s control. Her jaws parted to show her fangs in a smile at him, and then she went back to her work.

Talia and Kaia, meanwhile, were working with Persephone to burn inscriptions into the boundaries of the battlefield. Nemesis didn’t quite understand how they were doing it, but they were using heat, light, and sound to form crystals within the rocks. It defied his knowledge of geology, but he also sensed some concepts just outside his grasp. There was a force at play he wasn’t getting.

He didn’t let that weigh him down. Closing his eyes, Nemesis stretched out to see if he could get a better grasp of who was approaching. He sensed a group of cultivators and beasts, though no gryphons. Beyond them, a second wave of cultivators raced at him, and those did have gryphons. But neither group contained any minds he recognized.

Not that I know the flavor of every mind in the sect, he mused, but I can’t imagine Alecto would send a large force out looking for us. It might be one of the foraging groups coming to investigate the surge in mana… except those members are all meant to be warded by formations. I know Alecto has them guarded from errant psionics.

No, the two forces had to belong to the legion. Opening his eyes once more, Nemesis narrowed them and focused his vision in the direction the first group was going to be arriving from. He saw faint hints of a dust cloud to mark them.

“Alright, everyone, they’ll be here in a moment,” he said. Not one to waste an opportunity, and that included one of the signature advantages of a dragon, he spread his wings and slammed them down to send his huge body into the sky.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Airborne, Nemesis flew out and away from the others until he could get a clear view of the first approaching group. Five cultivators riding on four spirit beasts. He had felt the power rolling off them before the tribulation, yet now they felt… utterly manageable. That thought saw his fangs tingling in anticipation.

Twenty-foot-long tigers with steely fur and deep blue stripes were bounding across the terrain toward them. Once they were in sight, Nemesis was able to study them more fully. Two cultivators, identical twins, rode atop one of the beasts. The women had dark skin, long hair, and wore robes that radiated ice and fire respectively.

Their companions were a bald man in emerald robes, a remarkably fat dwarf who appeared to be chugging from a small barrel of ale, and an elven woman with black skin and crimson hair. None of them seemed to have visible weapons, which led Nemesis to think they had their weapons in storage devices.

Not many cultivators would be suicidal enough to fight dragons barehanded, he mused, though there are some powerful enough to consider it. That idea would have worried him before his ascension. The density he felt in his own scales was a marked difference from A-rank. It was hard to resist the temptation to dive at this group and let them go all out just to test his new body.

I am not ruled by my instincts. We have an entire army to face. No sense taking wounds now.

More, Nemesis knew that his body was still adjusting itself. The transformation of his flesh from physical to immortal had healed his wounds, but that same divine body was still settling, so it was possible that some of his abilities would not work in the same way. He might have to relearn himself. But that thought just saw his lips peel back to reveal his fangs. Fortunately, we have nine volunteers to help us practice.

His head swung back to look at Harper and the others. Persephone was hidden and flying in circles around the battleground. Her cloak of light mana kept her almost invisible, and when Nemesis tracked Min’s mind, he found the blonde was astride Persephone’s back. His eyes moved to the ground, where he saw that Talia, Harper, and Kaia were in their humanoid forms and draped in robes. They stood at the center of the defensive formations crystalized in the ground; Nemesis noted Harper’s hand resting on a metal pole that extended into the stone.

Harper looked up at him and sent, ‘Let them attack. The defensive formations should drain their mana, and I know we all want to see what our techniques can do at this level. We have no doubt you can kill them, but give us a chance too, alright?’

‘Very well,’ Nemesis said in response, though he made no effort to hide his disappointment. He allowed the lightning he’d been charging in the back of his throat to dissipate into his body. It flowed smoothly through his flesh to be drawn back into his core.

‘Thank you, Nemmy,’ Kaia added. She looked up at him and winked. Nemesis was surprised he could make out that detail from this height. He knew his eyes were incredible, but there were limits to even a dragon’s vision. Limits that he’d surpassed.

‘If you get in trouble, I’ll tear them apart,’ he promised.

‘You won’t get the chance,’ Talia interjected. A puff of flame escaped her lips while she studied the terrain before them. ‘If they look like they’re overwhelming our killing formation, then I’ll transform.’

Nemesis had no doubt Talia could handle the tigers with little trouble. The creatures were powerful. In fact, they were what proved the force wasn’t Alecto’s, for there was no chance spirit beasts of that rank had lived within the sect without him knowing.

For all their strength, however, the steel and lightning affinity tigers stood no chance against Talia in a brawl. Even if she was—or had been—the weakest of the dragons present, she would still have ruined them. Few things survived fighting tooth and claw against a dragon coated in flames capable of melting stone to lava.

Especially metal.

The beasts reached the newly formed stone arena and their riders leaped into the air. The five cultivators used different movement techniques to dart forward, and Nemesis was amused to see the tigers shifting into human forms. Three female and a male with gray-and-blue-striped hair, cat ears, and tails. Bright yellow robes swirled around their bodies and each summoned a glaive of steel and bone.

Which made it a group of nine robed figures who dropped out of the sky before Harper. Six of the cultists formed a hexagon around the twins and the bald man. Elemental shields were summoned, and mana gathered when the trio at the middle started a technique that thrummed with killing intent. From above, Nemesis could see the way the group caused the mana in the area to spiral toward them.

Then Kaia triggered one of the formations in the ground beneath their feet and all that moving mana stilled. Talia activated a second, and discordant mana patterns rippled up into the shields, causing them to wobble precariously. Harper tapped a finger against the metal pole under her palm and spears exploded from the ground beneath the cultivators’ feet.

Seeing the ladies that the situation well in hand, Nemesis turned his attention back to the group of gryphon riders he had detected. ‘I’m going to go play with some gryphons,’ he called to the others. ‘You ladies have fun.’

‘We’re coming with you,’ Persephone announced. The invisible dragon smoothly glided over until her mind was right alongside his. ‘Those idiots don’t stand a chance.’

‘What kind of morons just charge into a clearly prepared battlefield without stopping to examine the ground?’ Min complained. ‘I’m not mad our enemies are stupid… but it’s so disrespectful! We just set half of their camp on fire and got away without any visible casualties. They know we have multiple dragons. This piecemeal stuff is ridiculous.’

‘It is odd,’ Nemesis admitted. ‘They battled their way through the wilderness using coordination and teamwork. I can’t understand why they would act so recklessly now.’

‘What if the countess was their leader?’ Min asked.

Persephone let out a mental hum. ‘No. She angered too many nobles. The Immortal would never have put her in charge of an expedition army. She might have commanded one of the legions, but there’s no chance she’d lead all of them. My guess would be the general was the fire cultivator who blunted our attack.’

Nemesis thought that over and remembered how most of the gryphons had withdrawn instead of giving chase. He knew that some cultivators grew arrogant and hard to manage when they grew in power. ‘What if the groups we’re facing are all individuals who don’t follow commands well? The general might be sending them out to keep them from influencing his soldiers… or to get rid of them.’

‘It would be wasteful. They still represent a significant investment of strength in his army,’ Persephone said. Her tone was thoughtful, though, and he could tell she was turning the idea over in her head. ‘But the infighting among the nobles never ends. If these cultivators crossed someone important…’

‘Father would absolutely bribe an army to get his opponents killed,’ Min sent with clear distaste. ‘It’s a standard tactic for him. That’s one reason Jaden thought he was so clever: he believed money and prestige made our family untouchable. I don’t think he ever considered just how powerful Father is.’

Nemesis let out a grunt of distaste at the reminder of Jaden’s existence. Min’s brother had been a fool who’d tried to create his own glory and then seen that attempt kill him. The boy had died an ignominious death and was best forgotten. But instead of letting memories of the man taint his mood, Nemesis turned his attention back to the approaching cavalry.

‘They’re in formation,’ he noted, ‘and there are a lot of them.’

The flock was composed of so many gryphons that he suspected it was the majority of the army’s remaining mounts. They flew at three elevations to support each other. Nemesis saw the lowest group were armed with the same lances they’d encountered before. The highest formation carried two riders, and he saw the curved shape of bows clutched in their hands.

The gryphons at the middle elevation were all clad in barding and had more heavily armored warriors on their backs. Nemesis caught the flutter of flags and realized that the entire group was a moving inscription. Mana flickered around them and shrouded the flock in shields.

‘A proper dragon-extermination group!’ Persephone said, and to his amusement, she sounded flattered. ‘Look at that! Death lances to come for our bellies. Archers to shred our wings. In the center—oooh a barrier formation to cancel our breath attacks! I’m willing to bet they also have several formations meant to cause battle rage and rob us of our senses. Now these people know what they’re doing.’

‘Shall we kill them?’ Nemesis asked, holding off his amusement.

‘Oh yes, let’s!’ Persephone agreed. ‘Min, dear, make sure to keep your eyes closed. It is going to be very bright here in a moment.’

Min’s only answer was a tinkling laughter that tickled Nemesis’ mind.

He knew Persephone would need a moment to form whatever spell she planned on using against the gryphons. That left him with the task of distracting the legion. Nemesis had already drawn their eyes and noticed they’d altered course to head for him, so he began flying higher.

The tiers shifted in response with the archers letting themselves fall back behind the others. The shield unit pushed to rise in pursuit of him, and soon they were between his body and the other two teams. Nemesis saw several soldiers lift horns to their lips, then a sonorous wailing literally burned the air.

The deep, tragic noise seared his senses and he felt an instinctive rage rise within him. The desire to fold his wings and dive among the soldiers to slaughter the source of that emotional devastation caused his wings to ache with need. Nemesis flexed his claws and banked into a tight pivot like he was about to do just that.

He saw the armored gryphons redistribute their forces in anticipation. From their movements, he could tell they were ready for him to descend into the middle of their group. The gryphons nearly blocked his view of their lower team, and he might have missed the lances being raised in preparation to charge up at him if he hadn’t known to look for them. But since he did see them and had no interest in diving into a mass of prepared lances, Nemesis grasped the air around the flock and began to spin it.

The sudden breeze startled the soldiers, and several commands rang out among them. The formation flags on their gryphons were adjusted and the wind was wrested from his command. Nemesis, who had begun his dive while they modified their formation, opened his jaws to release a blast of lightning that forked out and spread among the warriors. Armor crackled and numerous defensive measures were triggered.

Instead of rebuffing his attack, the enchantments seemed to draw the electricity into their armor and then empower new barriers. Nemesis was buffeted by shields that tried to funnel him into the middle of the group. For a moment, the shields he’d impacted were so strong he was able to stand on them without need for his wings at all. Then his talons flexed and his tail slammed down. With his wings sweeping hard the black dragon tore into the defenses even while he regained altitude.

Mana barriers cracked and shattered under the attacks, but the soldiers retaliated with countless techniques meant to pin him in place. Chains looped around his ankles; vines went for his wing; Nemesis felt something pulling him toward the ground; mana attempted to blind him. To confuse him. To rob him of his hearing. He pulsed the energy of his immortal body and felt those techniques break apart.

But they had slowed down his ascent and he couldn’t escape unscathed as a result.

Volleys of arrows smashed across his back and speared through his wings. Many of them had both concepts and killing intent woven into them. The wounds they made were larger than the arrows should have created. But even with dozens of tears in his wings, Nemesis’ size meant he could still fly. Most of the wounds sealed themselves; the largest bled freely. Not a single arrow had managed to pierce his scales, though, and Nemesis had wisely closed his eyes when the legionnaires had tried to rob him of his senses.

What mattered most was that he’d kept the armored gryphons between him and the lancers below. Even now, he sensed their minds rising toward him. He grasped several wings with his mind and snapped them through sheer might of telekinesis. Gryphons screamed in pain, yet to his surprise not a single one fell from the sky. Healing techniques went off all through the flock and the damage was mended moments after it occurred.

‘These guys are going to be really annoying to kill the normal way,’ Nemesis complained. ‘You girls ready?’

‘Yes we are,’ Persephone replied. ‘Keep your eyes closed.’

Even with his scaly eyelids firmly locked down, Nemesis sensed a change to the brightness of the world around him. The ensuing smell of roasting gryphon was mouthwatering, and Nemesis almost peeked in hopes of seeing one he could snatch up and eat before it hit the ground, but he managed to restrain himself.

Mana surged all through the legion units and Nemesis felt more defensive measures triggering. ‘Now, Nemmy, dive and use your fire,’ Min said. Because he trusted her, Nemesis didn’t hesitate.

Without opening his eyes, the black dragon twisted and reversed his course. His wings creaked and a few of the larger tears split wider, but his new immortal body withstood the maneuver without issue. He felt mental sparks gathered beneath him and steered toward them. Drawing heavily on the fire mana within him, Nemesis waited for Min’s signal before he opened his jaws and belched out a torrent of flames.

Minds vanished from his telepathic awareness. He swung his head from side to side to hit more while he plowed through what was left of the soldiers’ shields. This time, it was him driving them out of position; his tail lashed out to smash through the bodies of several gryphons before he broke through their flock.

The air cooled significantly once he’d passed through that group, and a moment later Persephone sent the all clear for him to open his eyes. He did so just in time to see the lancers rising at his face on hurricane-force winds.


Chapter Twenty-Four


The speed of the gust-enhanced gryphons was incredible.

Nemesis focused on a point directly in front of him and formed a telekinetic wall, but he didn’t make it a flat barrier before him. He created a V that extended to either side of his head, so when the cavalry began to impact they were brutally shoved to either side while he plowed through.

But Nemesis wasn’t content to merely displace these gryphons; they were too strong for that, and their riders had begun using their own skills to strike at him with their lances while he passed between them. His head snapped to one side and his fangs crashed down on one of the mounts to utterly shatter its body. The rider on its back screamed before his fangs tore the man’s body in half lengthwise.

Then another head bit a different rider out of the air.

And another.

The legionnaires were completely unprepared for five heads tearing into their ranks—each crushed a soldier before unleashing a devastating breath attack. Flames surged and spread in a cone until it hit the acid cloud searing their skin and detonated. The explosion was split by a brilliant beam of lightning that forked and leaped from lance to lance.

On Nemesis’ other side, gryphons struggled to remain in the air while ice and snow formed upon their bodies and sank into their flesh to freeze feathers and muscles indiscriminately. Their own flapping caused their vulnerable wings to break and Nemesis lost track of the lifesaving talismans he felt trigger to keep the birdbrains in the air.

But those who got it the worst were the riders sprayed by the powerful line of emerald venom from his central head. He twisted his neck to arc that stream across several of the riders, whose flesh melted and charred. Those who didn’t die from the acid had to face his S-rank toxins; their flesh rotted before his eyes.

His sudden use of his five-heads technique had gutted their lancers, and most of the nearby gryphons were dead. He finished passing through them and his tail swung from side to side like a scythe to finish off several of the wounded stragglers. None of those struck survived the impact.

That would have exhausted me at A-rank, he realized, but now I feel I could do that at least two, perhaps three more times if I had to. The jump between A-rank and S-rank is bigger than I thought. My internal energy stores are huge.

It would have been easy to arrogantly assume that he could destroy anything he came across, but Nemesis reminded himself that his mother had been S-rank when she’d faced Kolos, and that Persephone’s father had still fallen to the sect’s combined might.

These soldiers, for all their power, are still just the rank and file of the legion. The highest tiers of cultivators and their unique mounts are going to be more challenging. But for every one of these I kill, it’s one less body they can use to distract me when it’s time to fight them.

And Nemesis was pointedly reminded of one significant difference between himself and Nightshade a moment later. A brilliant aurora of color bloomed in the air above him. Emerald, crimson, and purple light seemed to shimmer and overwhelm the sky a blink before those rippling colors sliced through the bodies of the archers like blades.

Persephone swam like a serpent through the aurora she’d created, and each time a color reflected off her silver scales it transformed into a disk of light that slashed at one of her enemies. She took hits, but Nemesis could see the water and wood mana bubble across her body to heal them. All the while, Min was hard at work ensuring she was fine.

He didn’t think any of the legionnaires had even realized there was a rider on Persephone’s back, and he certainly didn’t give them time to puzzle out why she was healing so well. He banked his wings and pushed hard to gain altitude so he could join in on the slaughter.

With the defensive formations broken, the armored gryphons were vulnerable to him, so Nemesis opened his jaws and exhaled another brilliant blast of lightning. This time, their talismans finally overloaded. Without the ability to spread the energy between the entire group, no single enchantment could handle his breath directly. The blue arc of power shot from beast to beast, splitting and jumping with a deafening crackle.

While they were paralyzed, Nemesis viciously grasped at their mind sparks and wrenched. He wasn’t seeking to consume their minds, though he swallowed the ones that did break loose. No, Nemesis was simply tearing at their consciousness. The pressure proved too much for several spirit beasts. Gryphons vomited blood out their beaks and started collapsing from the sky.

Those riders who leaped into the air to fly under their own power were swatted with his telekinetic might and smashed into each other before they could balance themselves. Nemesis batted at them like a cat with a mouse, then a blast of wooden spears exploded through their bodies as Min went on the offense.

‘Nice shot,’ he complimented. He was genuinely impressed by how accurately she’d hit the cluster of soldiers, and he noted that her attack had also left seeds that began growing into vines inside the bodies.

‘I was waiting to hit a group of them… and I was also getting bored just healing Persephone. She barely needs it,’ Min said with a snort.

‘You’re keeping my scales beautiful,’ Persephone protested. ‘It’s a very important job!’

‘Uh huh,’ Min replied. ‘I think I’m going to see how the others are doing.’

That marked the blonde leaping free of Persephone’s back and shifting her form into an aquamarine dragon that smoothly glided through the air. It was a testament to how badly they’d disrupted the legion that she slipped through the group with only a few attacks to dodge.

‘Send my love,’ Nemesis said with a fond growl. He’d been keeping a light mental tab on the others and knew that Harper and her team were fine. They’d taken some injuries, but he sensed nothing but confidence coming from them. Except for Kaia. Kaia was having a blast and was practically giddy.

He suspected that team of tigers was not having a good time.

A barrage of arrows slamming into his back and cracking several scales before starting to burrow deeper brought his attention back to the fight. Despite the damage Nemesis’ team had done, the dragon hunters weren’t retreating. Nemesis hissed in pain when an arrow struck his wing and suddenly exploded with blades of pure sharpness through the tough leather. The concept was refined, and when he flapped down, the pressure caused the wound to tear wider.

He was forced to direct his telekinesis to keeping the taut flesh from ripping further and pushing mana into the wing membrane to speed its healing. It didn’t stop him from fighting, but it did leave him more open to attack.

Three lancers who had survived his assault seemed to realize that, because they came flashing up at him from below and their death-infused strikes slashed across his underbelly to open deep wounds near his groin. One died immediately when he kicked out with a hind leg, his claws shredding the woman and her mount.

Another, curving away from his legs, came in range of his tail, and he took great pleasure in spearing the dwarf on his spikes and flinging him at the last of his companions. Sadly, his shot missed and the riderless gryphon went mad with rage. Nemesis swung two heads to the side and his teeth snapped shut on the beast while it tried to claw its way through his shoulder. A jerk of his necks tore the mount in half.

Death mana infected the wounds and he felt it gnawing at his soul in an attempt to extinguish him from the inside. He was forced to release his secondary heads so he could direct power into the gaping wounds and isolate the killing energy, keeping it from spreading further.

Persephone hadn’t taken his wounding lightly, and the silver dragon began spiraling around herself until she resembled a ball hanging in the sky. The ripples of color all around her started to sparkle with bright points of light—then burst into thin lines that sliced out all around her.

‘I’m starting to get tired,’ she admitted to him. ‘How many do we have left to kill?’

Nemesis, his attention split between his wing and the wound on his stomach, tried to get a sense of how many remained. Two minds went dark when Persephone’s light crossed itself, and he smashed a cultivator out of the sky with his horns while he did so. ‘Not many, less than ten. But I think they’re beginning to break.’

Indeed, he caught sight of three archers urging their mounts to run, so he exhaled a blast of flames to wash down across them before they could get far. Two had lifesaving talismans trigger, while the other let out a brief scream before dying. The lucky pair, however, found Persephone slashing down across their path, and her teeth neatly decapitated both gryphons in her pass. Then she used the tip of her tail to do the same to the riders.

The surge of mana from the battleground near Harper should have alarmed him, but Nemesis smelled Talia’s signature all over it. His suspicions were confirmed when the gold dragon suddenly breathed a brilliant golden light across his body before sweeping past him to snatch a cultivator out of the air.

‘Min and I traded,’ Talia announced with a smug amusement. ‘You need to take better care of yourself, Nemesis. Death mana is no joke.’

He took the loving chastisement in stride because she was absolutely right. Her purification breath had done wonders to reduce the mana infection he’d been struggling with, and he used his own control to crush the rest. ‘My thanks,’ he said. ‘How goes the fight?’

‘It would be over already, but Harper and Kaia wanted to practice all their techniques to see how their new power levels affect them. The fools keep trying to run away, though, so that was getting annoying.”

Talia’s huff caused Nemesis to laugh out loud, and that thunderous sound seemed to shatter what was left of the legion’s resolve. Gryphons scattered in every direction and Persephone and Talia began picking them off with pinpoint spells.

‘Go check on your riders,’ Persephone teased, ‘I’m sure they want to show off for you.’

Given he didn’t have any long-distance attacks of his own, Nemesis saw no reason to argue with the silver dragon. She was right, after all: he did want to see how the others were performing. ‘Sounds like a good idea,’ he agreed. ‘I can rest my wing.’

The frustrating part about a wing injury was the length of time they took to heal. If he hadn’t been keeping the skin from breaking with his telekinesis, he’d likely already be on the ground. Most small wounds sealed on their own, but tears always split wider in flight. The sooner he was on the ground, the sooner he could ensure that didn’t happen.

He had no desire to fight the rest of the legion while trapped on the ground below. A burst of affection and concern chased him down, and when he landed he found Min waiting for him. Her watery breath blasted across his wing. The stream of water caused the leathery flesh to ripple violently, yet her healing energies were so potent that the vibrations failed to further aggravate his wounds.

The aquamarine dragon looped around his neck and then back over the battleground before she returned to her human form. Nude, she summoned a spear and advanced on one of the tigers that had resumed its beast form. Nemesis watched her create wooden barriers, water shields, and ensnaring vines to keep the metal-and-lightning-shrouded beast at bay.

The fact the tiger kept looking over at him gave Min a bit of an advantage, but Nemesis didn’t think she needed it. Bark armor grew all across her body and was reinforced by thick ivy until her flesh was completely hidden from view. Water spun around her spear and jets shot out to carve through flesh with every thrust.

‘Having fun?’ he asked.

‘It’s important to practice the fundamentals,’ she shot back, ‘Besides, these guys are just the warm-up. We all know that there have to be a few real monsters lurking with the legions.’

Nemesis let out a grunt as he gingerly settled on his stomach. The stones weren’t comfortable on the open wounds across his belly, but they wouldn’t do any actual damage. The grunt changed into a sigh when he finally folded his wings back against his side. Min’s healing was doing wonders to knit the flesh back together and he didn’t want to spoil it.

‘You’re not wrong. Unless their leaders are atypical, the command core of the army will house the most powerful cultivators. Though the group might not be much better than these people,’ he admitted.

Nemesis watched her spin her spear while the tiger pounced at her; the water trailing from the tip sliced clean through the cat’s front shoulder to send its leg falling away. The beast screamed in pain and released a torrent of lightning. Min channeled that electricity along her armor and into the ground, redirecting the damage entirely.

Though he did notice smoke rising in several places. ‘Your hair is on fire,’ he pointed out helpfully.

“Son of a bitch!” she screamed before slamming her spear butt down into the stone. Wooden spears erupted to skewer the tiger in a half-dozen places, then they grew thorns that exploded out of the beast in a hundred more.

She hadn’t even watched because she was busy swirling water around her own head and thoroughly soaking her hair to put out the fire. While she did that, he glanced over the battlefield to see how Harper and Kaia were doing.

Harper was covered in scratches and dings, but her metal flesh had withstood the assaults well. At the moment, she had stones spinning all around her and was using them to block most blows. Her rapier thrust out a dozen times to punch holes through the bald man she’d chosen as her target. The man’s face was a broken ruin and Nemesis found himself wondering how many boulders he had taken to the face.

Kaia, meanwhile, had let her flames die out and was brutalizing the last tiger with sword and shield. Every time the cat tried to escape, she slammed her shield into its face. The flame technique she used to move left sparks in the air all around the beast and it looked like she’d singed most of its fur off.

The women both chose to kill their opponent the moment he looked over at them.

Did they time that? he wondered.


Chapter Twenty-Five


With the first kill team dead, Nemesis found himself surrounded by his riders, and they were filled with a mix of pride and concern that clashed in amusing ways. They fell over each other, yelling at him for getting hurt and demanding to know if he’d seen how well they had done. His mind was filled with a cacophony of voices wanting his attention.

In the end he couldn’t respond to any of them and had to shut the mental link down entirely. “Even I can’t follow three conversations at once!” he protested out loud. That saw them quiet down and he let out a snort. “Let’s find Alecto and the others.”

Nemesis flexed his wing and found it mostly sealed. Min’s healing had done a wonderful job restoring it, and his own S-rank body was doing a lot to patch him back up. The slashes along his belly were deep but not remotely life threatening if he kept his enemies away from them. Before he could rise, however, Min put her hands on his wing bones and sent more wood mana through them in another healing technique.

“You should let the membrane completely heal first,” she protested gently. Nemesis wanted to argue, but he didn’t have a chance to say anything before Harper strode up to him and thumped the tip of his muzzle.

“Stop. We know how tough you are… but if you can’t fly well the legion will swarm you.” Concern filled her eyes and he let out a deep, frustrated grumble. Harper must have sensed his resolve was weakening, because she added, “And if you wait, we can loot all the bodies and eat all those gryphons. Think of how much stronger we’ll be when we’re processing their mana.”

Kaia, Persephone, and Talia immediately shot away from the group to start looking for bodies. Nemesis could clearly see them darting around to snag things from the fallen, and that was when the subtle worry that had been eating at him came into sharp focus.

“Why hasn’t the fog returned?” he asked in a growl. “The barrier parted before our tribulation, but it hasn’t come back yet.”

He made sure to be loud enough that everyone could hear him, and one by one the others froze. They turned in place and he saw mana pulse as different sensory techniques went off. Persephone rose into the air and began spiraling out in a wide circle. Nemesis had a feeling he knew what they were going to find…

Because there was nothing stopping his own mana sense from spreading when he pushed it. Closing his eyes, he realized that he had a vague sense for the flow over powers around him at a range of well over a mile. We broke the defensive barrier, he realized. He wasn’t sure if it had shattered fully when they’d practiced their dual cultivation or when they’d ascended in a group. Six S-rank tribulations in one location… Only a divine barrier could have handled that.

He had thought the fog barrier was a divine defense, like the mana pillar that held the sect’s mountain in the air. Now he wondered if he had made the wrong assumptions. One by one, the others reported back and confirmed that they’d seen no sign of any remaining mist.

“You’re right, we need to get back to Alecto,” Harper said. “If the barrier is down everywhere…” She trailed off, but Kaia finished the thought they’d all shared.

“Then Alecto and the army are sitting ducks.”

Despite the need to hurry, Min insisted on one more healing wave through his wing. Tiny vines grew through the membrane and pulled the wounded flesh completely together and stitched it shut. Nemesis grimaced at the sensation of plants crawling through his skin, so she stroked his horn to calm him.

“I didn’t want to use that technique,” she explained, “I’ll have to remove those vines as they die. But they’ll make sure your wing doesn’t split mid-flight.”

Then she climbed onto his back and straddled one of his spikes. She clearly had no intention of letting him fly without her right there to mend him as needed, so he didn’t bother arguing. Instead, Nemesis spread his wings, flexed his legs, and lunged into the sky.

Talia and Persephone swept up after him, and then he saw Harper and Kaia take draconic form to follow. The group moved in formation and Nemesis felt the drag of having the other dragons behind him. Despite the wound in his wing, he was still the most powerful of their group and his pride wouldn’t allow him to let anyone else take the lead.

He linked their minds once more, but none of them had much to say. The conversation was mostly about what they could sense and trying to estimate how much damage they’d actually done to the legion. There was a chance they’d killed many of the army’s best monster hunters, but that still left the command core itself and a lot of soldiers.

When they came in sight of Alecto’s main camp, they saw smoke rising into the sky. The group spread out and spotted legionnaires marching on the tents. Alecto was engaged in combat with a trio of powerful cultivators who’d clearly trained to fight as one. Nemesis saw Po Ri moving on paths of frozen blood while his sword slaughtered any who tried to reach the general and interfere with the fight.

But with the sect having split its forces to try and clear the surrounding area of spirit beasts… their already-outnumbered forces were being pushed into a knot of desperate warriors. None of them were surrendering, but Nemesis could see that it wouldn’t be long before they were overwhelmed.

‘We have to help them!’ Harper cried over the telepathic bond.

‘Of course we will,’ Nemesis rumbled. ‘They belong to me.’ Then he was diving. His jaws opened to release a tremendous gout of flames across the outer edge of the legion forces. Cultivators screamed while fire ate at their bodies; several simply vanished into columns of ash.

The moment they caught sight of the dragons, the sect forces rallied and stopped fighting defensively. Their cheer was audible when Persephone unleashed a beam of white light that carved a path between them and the front line of their attackers. Legionnaires stumbled back with hideous burns, most blinded and unsure what was happening.

That put them on the back foot when Kaia followed the silver with her own stream of plasma.

Talia, meanwhile, had circled in the opposite direction of Nemesis and used her own flames to circle the army. They passed each other and ceased breathing fire in unison. The rearguard of the legion had been completely engulfed in flames. Not every soldier was dying, but all of them were now far more focused on survival than trying to advance on Alecto’s troops.

Harper glided straight over the sect’s troops and into the face of a phalanx of spearmen that hadn’t lost cohesion under Persephone’s attacks. They raised shields and aimed their spears into a defensive forest of spikes, but she caused the earth beneath them to crack and shake. Struggling to keep their balance, the soldiers had to shift their shields, and then she unleashed her own breath attack.

Splinters of metal fell like rain among them and every out-of-position shield was punished by cut after cut. If that weren’t bad enough, Harper flipped nose over tail and spewed a second attack. This time it was stinging sand that scoured their skin and eyes. They might have survived that if Harper hadn’t unleashed one of her techniques and caused that flying sand to seek their mouths, ears, nostrils, and other orifices.

The horror of having living sand trying to crawl into their bodies completely broke their unit’s formation. The sect’s troops took advantage of that and surged among them with a dozen different movement techniques. Blood soon splashed across the soil, with soldier after soldier cut down.

Archers began firing up at the dragons, but most of the legionnaires weren’t powerful enough to break through their heavy scales. Nemesis had no choice but to tilt and swerve to avoid having the wounds in his belly peppered with arrows, but he refused to pause his attack.

What he did do was fly directly over the archers and exhale a thick cloud of caustic acid. If the burning eyes and lungs weren’t bad enough, the emerald mist ate at the strings of their bows. Only those weapons heavily reinforced with mana resisted the corrosive power of the aerosol.

Then Talia spit a ball of flames into their midst and the entire cloud exploded. Soldiers were tossed into the air and fell screaming onto their fellows. The gold dragon hissed spitefully before she released a wave of multiple fireballs to detonate all across the archers’ remaining positions. ‘That’s for shooting at my Nemmy!’ she yelled across the bond.

‘Sweetie, you know they can’t hear you if you’re only speaking telepathically, right?’ Kaia teased with a mental giggle. ‘You’re so cute.’

‘I forgot,’ Talia admitted. The embarrassment from her was so heavy that Nemesis thought he could feel her blushing across the link. ‘But they still deserved it.’

‘Absolutely,’ Kaia agreed, even while she curved in her flight to launch her own spell at the groups. Those disks of fire were smaller than Talia’s spells had been, but they crackled with lightning, and when they hit the legionnaires they burst into arcs of electricity that jumped across armor and weapons.

‘I can take care of myself,’ he complained. He swung his tail and smashed an armored elephant, punching the spikes through its body. Unfortunately, his thagomizers lodged in the creature’s bulk and he suddenly found himself yanked down. Slamming into the ground, Nemesis grunted at the sensation of bodies shattering under his bulk. Several pointed forms and weapons stabbed up through the missing scales along his belly and he just knew he had at least one person now lodged in his stomach.

Mortified, Nemesis manifested all five of his heads and began tearing apart everything within reach of his body. Lightning carved a trench through the soldiers. His venom melted faces in an arc before him. Cold shattered ice covered bodies. Flames charred warriors trying to shield themselves. Acid poured over choking soldiers, burning their lungs. Ripping his tail free of the massive corpse, Nemesis spun to plow it through a dozen men.

Techniques slammed into him from all sides, but he shrugged off most of them. Crimson eyes blazing, Nemesis snapped his head out to bite down on anyone who dared to cause him pain. He knew the others were moving toward him and he refused to look weak before them.

‘You were saying?’ Persephone sassed while flowing in a circle above him and focusing her light into a wall to burn any who got too close. It was an offensive barrier, though it only charred things, not stopped them. Nemesis knew this because spears and arrows kept bouncing off his skulls.

Persephone’s reaction was mild compared to Min, who leaped off his shoulder to the ground—suddenly, a field of brambles was crawling from the ground all around him. The thorny curls were clutching at every soldier trying to move, and Nemesis saw them dig in tighter the more the legionnaires struggled.

Then Harper passed overhead and sprayed the trapped men with shards of metal. Nemesis closed his eyes for a moment. Stupid elephants, he complained to himself. Stupid, stupid earth mana-absorbing, fat, dense spirit beasts! He shifted and two of his heads took huge bites out of the dead creature just to vent some frustration, then he spat a chunk of metal into the face of one soldier gliding through the air at him with a sword drawn.

The surprised look on her face was obliterated by the lightning that followed.

Nemesis spread his wings and pushed off to return to the air. ‘Not a word,’ he grumbled, ‘I’m fine. Elephants are dumb animals. Nothing should be that heavy.’

‘It was wearing full plate mail and radiating earth mana,’ Min pointed out while she scampered up his side and back onto his spine. He hadn’t even realized she’d jumped up to catch his claw, and she was nearly bounced off his back when he let out a bellow of rage that shook the entire battle below.

Nearby, one of Alecto’s enemies wasn’t ready for the sheer volume that crashed down—the general took that moment to cleave the man in half before slamming her shield into the face of the woman to his left. Ice spread across the woman’s body and Alecto’s follow-up strike shattered her to chunks.

The last man had taken so many small cuts while fighting in Alecto’s aura that his whole body was covered in a crust of frozen blood. Her implacable momentum saw him smashed into the ground moments later; the general stomped forward over his remains to join Po Ri, who was spiraling through the enemy forces like a dervish.

Bloody echoes of his blades followed him to duplicate his attacks, and every drop of blood he spilled seemed to get drawn into his next attack to spawn a new echo. Nemesis was impressed. The man truly was a prodigy with his blade, and his technique meant that each successful cut caused his power to grow.

Then Alecto hit the wounded men Po Ri was dancing through and all that frozen ice exploded into a blizzard of crimson blades that reminded Nemesis of falling cherry petals. It was beautiful. And lethal, he said to himself. Po Ri just reduced three dozen men to piles of shredded flesh and bone chips. Even their armor was sliced apart.

The deadly snowfall settled on the ground, and the sect’s leaders moved on.

Happy to have had the momentary distraction, Nemesis continued to ignore the teasing of his lovers while he blasted any group of legionnaires foolish enough to cluster together. Spread out, they lost most of their advantage over the sect warriors, so the dragons made sure their own forces could capitalize on every moment of weakness. But they must have missed some of the legion’s officers, because it was only moments later that horns began to sound and the soldiers started to vanish.

‘Where are they going?’ he asked, surprised enough to broadcast the question over the mental link.

‘Tactical-retreat tokens,’ Kaia said. ‘They’re a powerful inscription artifact that lets soldiers flee the battlefield and return to a rally point set by their commander. They’re not issued often because they’re expensive to use.’

‘The good news,’ Persephone observed, ‘is that soldiers are rarely issued more than one. Making them use the things now means they won’t be able to escape the next time we have them overwhelmed. It will also force the legion to rethink their strategies.’

Letting out a pleased sound, Nemesis allowed himself to glide in a circle over the battlefield, then he descended to check on Alecto. But when he landed, he realized there was no way she’d hear his words over the cheering of their troops unless he wanted to deafen all nearby.

Magnanimously, he decided to let them have their moment.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Sadly, his generous patience was rewarded with merciless teasing. His lovers landed and gathered around him, and Nemesis wound up ready to curl his wings over his head by the time Alecto strode over to join him.

She’d taken several wounds, though they didn’t seem to be bothering her much. The rents in her armor were crusted with dried blood and Nemesis saw pale red flesh beneath. With her helmet tucked under her elbow, she stared up at him in awe, then she bowed low enough for her forehead to touch the ground.

“General,” he said in a measured tone. His mental senses told him that under their jubilation many of the soldiers were still tightly wound and he had no desire to demoralize any of them. “How bad are our losses?”

At first, he didn’t think she was going to straighten up. When she finally drew her head up off the ground, he saw that she’d regained most of her composure. He might even have believed it if he couldn’t sense the whirlwind of emotions going on within her.

“When the mist barrier went down we began making preparations to retreat, but the legion hit us before we could move out. We took ten-percent casualties. Until each of the foraging units check in we won’t know how many teams we’ve lost as well… but I expect at least a third of those men are gone.”

Nemesis knew that the army had sent out at least two-thirds of its forces to clear the surrounding area and encircle the legionnaires camp. If they lost a third of those men… well, he wasn’t going to bother with the math, but that sounded like a lot. “And how many imperials did we kill?”

“Ah, that’s the good side,” Alecto said. A small smile lifted one corner of her lips and her eyes burned with a zeal that defied the contented look on her face. “With your arrival, we slaughtered nearly five of theirs for every man we lost.”

“Does that total include the losses you’re projecting for our hunters?” Kaia asked. She let out a satisfied noise when Alecto nodded to indicate it did. “That’s not bad then.”

Kaia had returned to her armor and had been listening intently. Min and Harper were also armored and standing behind her. To Nemesis’ surprise, he saw that Persephone was dressed in an airy dress with a short, frilly skirt and had taken the time to put her hair back into her long pigtails.

Only Talia had retained her dragon shape, and she was curled into his side with her head across his back… snoring. She’d actually fallen asleep mid teasing session, and it had served to remind Nemesis of how much had happened to them in the last several days. It was all he could do to avoid a yawn escaping his muzzle.

Nemesis kept a light focus on the conversation at his paws and let his mind scan the area around them. Any time he felt an emotion of doubt or anxiety, he carefully scanned the surface thoughts of the troops to determine if they could be counted on or not. Two were planning betrayal in the hope of clemency from the imperials, so Nemesis sent their identities to Po Ri with orders to execute them.

He also continued to watch the countryside, in case the legion tried to sneak a new attack force in while they were recovering. He was proud of the sect and the battle they had just fought, but he was well aware that it hadn’t been decisive by any means.

The conversation on the ground wrapped up, and everyone moved out to begin the evacuation back to the sect. The army planned to use every stealth skill and formation at their disposal to slow the legion’s ability to track them… but Nemesis thought it was a wasted effort. Without the fog protecting the sect, it wouldn’t be hard at all to locate the pillar of divine energy coming out the top of the floating mountain.

The legionnaires would have to be led by a complete moron not to grasp that any local power structure is centered around that pillar. The mana in this area flows out from the mountain in a constant wave. It’s like a cool breeze on my back now that there aren’t any passive defenses…. In fact, we’re probably going to be seeing a rise in spirit-beast attacks as well.

That last was a concern for a later date. Nemesis held still while the ladies mounted his back, and he snorted in amusement at Kaia prodding Talia awake only to have her transform to her human appearance and join the others. “I guess your steed is ready,” he muttered sarcastically.

Harper, who had climbed onto the top of his head to stroke the scales over his eye, planted a kiss on his skull and said, “We just want to be close to you right now. All this fighting is stressful, and it sucks that we can’t spend more time enjoying our rise in power. We’ve ascended, Nemmy, we can move up to a higher plane soon. Isn’t that amazing?”

“Huh,” he grunted, because in all the confusion that had only dimly impacted his thinking. “Got to make sure Joat’s safe first.” The last bit came out strained as he threw himself into the sky. Wind rushed about his head, but he didn’t have any problems hearing Harper.

“Well of course,” she said, “we’re going to make sure the whole sect is safe. But now that we’re S-rank we’ve got a much better chance.”

There was a certain truth to what Harper was saying. When they’d first assessed the dangers of the imperial legions, it had been under the consideration that the soldiers would equal his own power while working in teams—powerful A-rank cultivators working in unison against the sect’s A-rank dragons and warriors.

But three S-rank dragons and riders capable of taking on draconic forms were an entirely different scenario. Nemesis had sustained some injuries in his battle with the gryphon teams… but those were organized spirit beast hunters that had outnumbered him and the other dragons nearly twenty to one. He, Persephone, and Min had utterly destroyed that group and had still been strong enough to save Alecto’s troops.

Talia, Kaia, and Harper had battled a team of cultivators that had outnumbered them twce over and had clearly worked together for a long time… yet the threat had been so minimal the women had used the battle as an opportunity for practice.

And all of that had taken place within hours of their ascension to S-rank.

“We can’t relax,” Persephone suddenly interjected. She’d flashed onto the top of Nemesis’ skull in a burst of light to sit next to Harper. “The legion survivors are going to report the presence of wild S-rank dragons. That’s assuming none of them recognize me. They’ll use one of their emergency communication artifacts to send the report straight to the capital. There is no chance Kolos and the Immortal will allow a sect in the wilderness to have dragons of that level of power.”

“Then the Immortal will come?” Harper asked. Nemesis didn’t blame her for the tremor in her voice. The Immortal and his dragon were the stuff of legends. They were the core of imperial power and ruled a dozen kingdoms. A pair that had refused to rise to godhood because they hoarded their earthly powers.

Everyone who grew up in the Empire, even those on the outskirts, learned from childhood that the two rulers were without peer. Persephone had stunted her own cultivation when she reached A-rank just to ensure she could never be perceived as a threat to Kolos.

“I’m afraid so,” Persephone replied. “It’s a certainty. The only question is whether the commander of the legions here will dig in and wait for him, or throw away his whole force to weaken us so their masters have an easier time slaughtering us.”

Nemesis didn’t like to hear the defeat in her voice, which prompted him to release a bellow that shook the sky. “Bullshit,” he snarled. When he continued, he forced calm into his voice, saying, “The only slaughter shall be the one we create. When the Immortal comes, he’ll find that he is outnumbered and that his dragon shall feed our rise to the heavens.”

“Right,” Harper said, already sounding more confident. “When we get back to the sect, we’ll hit the archives and study every advanced manual we couldn’t use before. Even if they start building a portal immediately, it will take at least a few days for them to arrive.”

Nemesis heard Persephone take a deep breath, then blow it out between her lips in a noise the humans called a raspberry. Her emotions were in turmoil, but he didn’t sense any resurgence of the depression that had threatened to swallow her before. Fear, yes, but no despair. She ran her fingers along his scales. For a moment he thought she would speak, but then he sensed her withdrawing into meditation.

From between his wings he heard a feminine squeal, so he momentarily craned his neck around to look at his back. Kaia had Talia in a headlock and Min was tickling her mercilessly. The gold dragon was squirming, but she didn’t even try to escape the redhead’s hold. The sight warmed Nemesis and he sent that sensation to Harper.

A matching rush of contentment came back to him and Nemesis held those feelings tight while turning his attention to the task of flying them back to the mountain. He was eager to see how fast he could go now that he’d reached S-rank—he had no intention of stopping until he’d seen Joat again. He couldn’t wait to see how impressed she was.

After all, I’m S-rank now. Who could ask for a cooler guardian?

The flight went smoothly because nothing on the ground or in the sky was willing to challenge him. Nemesis saw countless spirit beasts that had been adapted to living in the mist trying to grasp their new environment. Several of the plants were actually producing their own weak fog banks, and some of the weaker animals were treating those like an oasis.

The entire ecosystem below was in crisis; their world had radically changed and it was his fault. That thought caused him to chuckle. Simply proof of my power. I have reshaped this land, and now they will have to evolve to face the world I’ve created. If they can’t… well, then they deserve to become food for those who can.

When the mountain came into sight, he was still contemplating the ways his presence might change the world. The mana that leaked from his existence was fairly balanced thanks to his multiple cores. But those thoughts led him to remember that he had to draw in his aura and suppress his power if he wanted to avoid terrorizing his city of followers.

Many of them had struggled when he was A-rank. He couldn’t imagine how poorly they’d fare if he forgot to shield his new strength. It was entirely possible he could kill a weaker cultivator simply through the pressure of his presence… and while he might have been curious to test that, he did remind himself that Joat was one of those weaker cultivators.

He wouldn’t risk her life.

“Remember to dampen your auras before we reach the city,” he called to the others. Most of them had begun meditation at some point, so his words shook them back to awareness.

“Well yeah,” Min said, “of course we will.”

“I just want to make sure we don’t scare Joat,” he said, responding to the exasperation in her voice. To his bafflement, he felt a wave of love and affection pour off of the women. All of them felt some measure of pride for him… and arousal? Nemesis snorted at their mood swings.

Close to godhood, yet I still don’t understand what goes on in the heads of females, he thought to himself. And it’s not a humanoid thing. Persephone and Talia are just as bad. Why should my concern for Joat cause them to feel lust?

Assuming it had something to do with hormones and the desire for children, he pushed it all away to think about later. Then he focused on drawing his own aura in until it coated his scales like armor. A flex of his willpower ensured it would remain there, and he was proud to see the others had similarly masked their own presence.

He made a beeline straight for the statue at the center of the plaza, and then carefully spiraled down for a landing. His shadow had drawn the attention of many of the common sect members. When he touched down, he found he had a significant crowd forming around the edges of the cobblestone area.

“We’ve returned,” he rumbled unnecessarily. “The battle with the legion has gone well. Many of their most powerful cultivators have been slain. Alecto and the warriors are returning to the sect so we can prepare for the next stage of this war.”

His pronouncement caused murmurs and whispers to race through the crowd. One bold woman stepped up to ask, “What happened to the mist barrier? We felt it shatter yesterday, and now there’s no sign of it!”

Taking a deep breath, Nemesis resisted the kneejerk reaction to punish her for daring to question him. She’d asked a logical question, after all. “My lovers and I have all ascended to S-rank. The combined might of our transformation shattered the enchantments that held the fog in place. I do not know if they can be repaired.”

He chose not to admit that he had no idea how the fog barrier had worked to begin with—there was no need to admit ignorance before the sect members. The wave of murmuring all around him grew worse, and it was Kaia and Min who stepped up forward and raised hands to assuage the crowd. Nemesis kept his head held high to give them an impressive platform to speak from.

“Be calm,” Min said, her voice compassionate and clear. “We don’t have merely three S-rank dragons protecting the sect.”

That confused the crowd into silence and Kaia offered a crooked smile. “We have six,” she said. Then in a move the women must have rehearsed, she and Min made their gear vanish into storage and they leaped into the air to transform into their draconic forms.

Harper was a step behind them in throwing herself off his back and taking her steel-scaled form. Then Talia and Persephone joined in and the five of them circled the plaza. The group allowed a hint of their auras out and the crowd stood stunned while staring up at them.

“You have something else on your side as well,” Nemesis rumbled, and as he continued his voice expanded with each new head that formed until all five were spread out and hanging above the masses. “You have a Patriarch with powers unlike any dragon that has come before him. A spirit beast of such power that he was able to challenge the heavens and demand a tribulation for himself and his allies through sheer force of will. So do not despair. You are under my protection.”

The crowd took a few moments, but then they broke into cheers that Nemesis found entirely acceptable.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


They ordered the crowd to disperse and resume preparations to defend the mountain. Once the onlookers had left, the dragons all returned to their humanoid forms, including Nemesis. He was surprised at how good it felt to wrap a silk robe around his slender elven body.

Nemesis felt her coming before she arrived, so he ensured his belt was firmly knotted and then flexed his knees slightly. It wasn’t that Joat’s impact against his back was enough to actually knock him over, but he didn’t want her to hurt herself slamming her forehead into the back of his unyielding skull. Her young arms wrapped around his throat in what would have been an uncomfortable chokehold if she’d been stronger.

“You’re back!” she yelled happily. “Did you kill all the legionnaires?” With her legs wrapped around his hips and her arms his neck, Joat was hanging off of him like a squirrel. If Nemesis had been taller he suspected it would have felt less awkward. As it was, he simply sighed and accepted the attack on his dignity.

“Not all of them,” he said. Reaching up over his shoulder, he mussed her hair. She squirmed and headbutted his palm with her budding horn. That caused him to laugh outright, more from surprise than anything else.

“But we got a lot of them,” Min added, coming over and dropping a kiss on the top of Joat’s head. “And we only came back because this big softy missed you.”

Nemesis could feel the suspicion radiating from Joat. “Really?” she asked, clearly skeptical. “Because I’m betting it’s because everyone was freaking out when all the fog went away. One of my teachers said that barrier was our best defense against raiders…”

Min flushed and looked awkward, which prompted Persephone to burst into giggles and slap the taller woman on the ass. “That’s what you get for trying to talk up Nemesis. Joat’s too smart for that sort of thing.”

Joat slipped off his back, and when she came around his side she was glowing with pride. She gave Persephone a big hug, then turned to give one to Min. “It’s okay,” Joat whispered to the blonde. “I know Dad tries his best. You don’t need to make him look good—he’s already awesome.”

What’s that supposed to mean? Nemesis wondered. I’m great at dealing with people! I take her hunting. I helped her grow stronger. I promised to slaughter her enemies! What more could a child want?

He frowned, trying to figure out why they’d be teasing him about his social skills—because he could tell they were—when he was clearly doing a wonderful job. Harper must have noticed his face, because she came over and draped an arm across his shoulder. “You are doing a good job,” she said quietly while planting a kiss on his ear. “She’s a very happy girl. Don’t worry about appearances.”

Letting out a huff, Nemesis resisted the temptation to grumble. He smoothed away a few wrinkles Joat had put into his robes, then he turned his attention to the city around them. “Min, the gear I gave you guys earlier were the prototypes of your master. If you could go down to his shop to see if he has the finished versions ready, I would appreciate it.”

Min offered Nemesis a smile and ceased hugging Joat, and planted a kiss on the top of his head. Then she left to go to the crafting quarter. The black dragon turned to Kaia and Talia. “Could you two head down to the formation towers and see what might have been connected to the mist barrier? We need to know if that’s the only mass enchantment that failed or if we have other problems ahead of us.”

“Yeah, we’re on it,” Kaia promised. She put an arm around Talia’s waist and the pair of them ran to catch up to Min so the trio could all walk together. Joat, looking unsure of herself, shifted awkwardly. Nemesis reached out and tugged her into a hug. He rested his chin on her shoulder while Harper moved over to add herself to the embrace.

Nemesis glanced over at Persephone. “We talked about the library and the possibility of more powerful techniques. You know everyone’s skills and also have the most experience dealing with high-level cultivation techniques. Can you drag the head librarian out of his research and shake him until he’s given us what we need?”

Smiling, the silver-haired dragon winked at all of them. “Yeah, that’s not a problem. I’ll make sure we have everything… if the sect has it. Where will you be?”

Nemesis glanced at Joat, then Harper, before he looked back at Persephone. “I’m going to drop Harper off at the council hall and make sure they understand she’s now directing the evacuation. Once that’s done, I’ll be at the divine pillar.”

While her eyes narrowed thoughtfully, Persephone didn’t waste any more time in discussion before she skipped away. Joat was looking stunned, and Nemesis could sense the mix of excitement and fear mingling with the girl. She calmed when Harper began combing her blood-red hair back with long fingers. “It’ll be okay,” Harper said.

“Will it?” Joat asked, now willing to admit her anxiety since there were no witnesses to see her being less than brave. Nemesis tightened his arm around the girl to the point she let out an oof and elbowed him in the stomach.

“It will,” he promised. “All of us have broken through to S-rank. We bloodied the noses of the legion and we’re just going to grow stronger. They won’t be able to move their armies through the lava field, and we killed most of their gryphons. Trying to use flight techniques to attack the mountain while we stand on stable ground will be suicide.”

“And…” Harper said, drawing it out a little to tease Joat, “Nemesis would never let anything happen to you. Because he loves you, and you’re the only reason he hasn’t started talking about ascending to the heavens yet.”

Blinking, Nemesis frowned. He opened his mouth, closed it, then opened it again. “Joat already knows that,” he finally said, shooting a confused look at Harper. “I told Joat I’d make sure she was safe before I let anything else happen. Of course I’m here for her.”

“Girls like to be told, Nemmy,” Harper pointed out.

Joat, meanwhile, had let out a giggle and rested her head against his chest. “It’s okay, Dad, I know you love me. Even if you don’t say it much.”

For some strange reason, that stung. Nemesis put his hand under Joat’s chin and tilted her head up so he could stare into the crimson eyes so like his own. Her transformation truly had left her looking strikingly similar to him. “Joat, I do love you,” he said, voice soft. “I didn’t understand why the others wanted children so much until I started taking care of you. If there were anything in this world that has made me regret how fast I’ve risen in power… it’s the idea that I will have less time to spend with you.”

He ignored the sniffle that escaped Harper, resigning himself to her being weird about feelings again. He didn’t think what he’d said deserved her getting teary eyed. Except, suddenly Joat was looking all weepy herself. But since her heart was overfilled with happiness, Nemesis was forced to chalk it up to humanoids having terribly designed brains.

They could never seem to express what they needed to properly.

He had planned on heading to the council chambers, but with the way Harper and Joat were trying to squeeze him in half, he suspected it would be several minutes before the three of them actually got moving. Resigning himself to standing still until they had calmed down, Nemesis let himself enter a light meditative trance.

Finally, they started moving. Nemesis walked with one arm around Harper’s waist and the other around Joat. He chose to avoid deeper conversation and instead filled Joat in on the battles they had fought since he’d left the sect. Harper, rather than steering him away from the more graphic descriptions, made sure he explained how the different types of mana worked. She wanted to ensure Joat understood how to deal with different types of cultivators she might meet.

Nemesis and Harper paused outside the council chambers, and Nemesis confirmed that he wanted all the civilians moved out of the sect buildings and to the back-up sites. The level of power that might soon be unleashed in the area could leave the mountain a smoking ruin… or drop it into the lava below.

His rider kissed him, then vanished into the building. Nemesis levitated himself and Joat into the air as he began rising above the city. “Are we really going to the pillar?” Joat asked. When he confirmed she let out a whoop. “I thought it was too dangerous to cultivate there… our teacher said that the spirit beasts in that area are only for the most powerful cultivators to fight, and even those can’t handle the energy of the divine directly.”

Nemesis, laughing, replied, “I’ve eaten those beasts. I ate one before I even made A-rank. They were Persephone’s favorite hunting prey. Though your teachers aren’t entirely wrong. Directly cultivating the pillar before you reach sufficient strength would probably vaporize you. If you lived, it would likely be as a mortal with your cultivation burned out completely.”

Letting out a whistle, Joat looked over at him. “Should you really be bringing me, then?” she asked, confused. “Because if I’m not gonna cultivate, what am I gonna do? Just sit around and be bored? The whole top of the mountain is covered in snow and ice. So I can’t even explore!”

The dragon paused. It took no energy to leave them hovering above the city, so he didn’t think twice about it. He turned to face her and cocked his head while studying her. “That’s a fair question. I had planned to shield you with my aura and let you cultivate the level of energy your body could handle. My hope was that having access to the divine energies before you formed your core would speed your purification and temper you… to ensure one day you could rise to godhood as well and rejoin us.”

Joat’s face took on that squishy, about-to-cry expression, so Nemesis hurried on in hopes of forestalling that. “But if you’d rather go back to your classes or play with your friends, that is fine with me.”

“N-n-no, I’ll go with you! Just… don’t let me explode, okay?”

Chuckling, Nemesis reached out and ruffled her hair. “I won’t let you explode,” he promised. Her stomach took that moment to release a loud gurgle, so Nemesis began searching his storage ring to see what he might have that was safe enough for her to eat. He was fairly certain she could survive some roasted gryphon, so he drew that out and held it between his hands. Mana surged in his palms and the sound of sizzling meat echoed around them. Nemesis could see how deep the fire mana sank into the haunch, and when it was ready he used a hint of ice to cool it down enough for her to enjoy.

That left her gnawing on a thick bone wrapped in roasted meat while they glided up the mountainside. Nemesis was amused that she kept making growling sounds when she bit into the haunch, though he wasn’t sure if she was doing it to be playful or it was some side effect of her new bloodline.

Either way, it was cute.

At the mountain’s peak, he resumed his true form and touched down with all four paws. The energy streaming into the sky was intense, and Nemesis felt it rolling across his scales like a physical force. He brought Joat in close to his shoulder and she curled against his armored hide to take shelter. Pushing his own energies out against the bombardment of power, he formed a pocket she could survive in.

Then he curled himself around the pillar and focused on the might pouring toward the heaven. A being had ascended in this spot—true ascension, not simply rising to S-rank. Some creature or cultivator had chosen to step upward into a new plane of existence and left their earthly vessel behind.

The energies of divine enlightenment in this spot defied his simple desires to consume it. But there was still ambient mana of the highest caliber within the pillar that he could draw into himself. Even splitting his awareness to protect Joat, Nemesis still gained understanding of the heavens by immersing himself in the column of light.

There’s nothing special about godhood, he realized, at least not at this stage. This is simply a refinement on the immortal energies I used to rebuild my body when my soul gained flesh. The pillar itself is… like a ladder. The cultivator sensed a pathway up and used their soul and their understanding of the universe to climb from one world to the next.

The more Nemesis let the power wash over him, the more sure he was that it had been a cultivator who had torn the mountain from the ground and created the divine pillar. The traces of feelings and thoughts he sensed were wrong for an enlightened spirit beast; he suspected the individual had not reached ascension here so much as reclaimed it.

A fallen god? One who had lost the spark of the divine somehow and been forced to develop their foundations all over again… That matches what I am feeling. These memories seem more like someone relearning something with their other hand than someone who had never known how to use that hand at all.

That was vaguely disappointing. It had never occurred to Nemesis that a divine being might be cast down. It should have. If the gods were just a higher tier of cultivator, then it stood to reason they might have their foundations damaged and have to begin anew. There were certainly myths of that sort among the ‘civilized’ races.

He doublechecked Joat to ensure she was safe and found that for once the girl truly was cultivating. What mana reached her was heavily filtered through his aura, but he could still see it pushing her body. Her meridians were glowing from the effort of forcing the energy through, and it was widening her pathways. He still thought the humanoid method was overly complicated, but he had taken some time to refresh his memory of the techniques to ensure he could help Joat.

Once he was sure that she wasn’t in danger, he turned his attention back to the complicated braid of divine energy tethering the mountain to the sky. He traced it down through the stone, and to his surprise he found a space in the center where it seemed to disappear… only it didn’t. Instead, it balanced itself with the ambient mana perfectly, and then it spread outward in some foreign manner to push against the world.

Only… Nemesis realized he’d been missing something this whole time.

Nemesis narrowed his mind’s eye and forced his attention deeper. It wasn’t a pillar, but the inverted energies did drill down into the world in three separate places to dilute their presence. It wasn’t divine, but it was otherworldly. In fact, Nemesis was certain that someone could choose to use such energy to descend into a lower plane.

That thought rocked him—Joat let out a whimper a split-second later. Nemesis forced his concentration to firm up and sent a reassuring pulse of emotion to her, even while he tried to grasp what the revelation meant.

He had assumed their world was the bottom rung of a heavenly ladder… only to now discover that there were worlds below. The power traveling down felt no weaker than the pillar, and that led him to wonder if the beings on the lower planes were just as powerful as the gods above. Curiosity and temptation flowed through him, and then he rejected them.

Whatever exists down in those dimensions is not something I want to mess with. If the divine pillar represents enlightenment, then what travels down must be instinct. I would become a beast once more… and I have things I can only properly value with my mind intact.

No, when the time comes… I shall ascend.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


With his decisions made, Nemesis focused on drawing power into himself and voraciously consuming as much as he could.

He wound up slipping into a trance, but stirred when he felt the approach of powerful beings. His awareness rose from the depths, registered Persephone and Kaia, then began to sink down again. At least until Persephone landed near him and gently scooped Joat from his back.

“She’s late for dinner and her teachers are worried,” Persephone scolded. The silver dragon rubbed her muzzle along Nemesis’ jaw, then rose into the air and spiraled away. Kaia, however, remained behind.

“Don’t know why they’re worried about her when she’s with me. What could be safer?” he grumbled to himself.

That caused Kaia to snicker. “Yes, because cultivating the mana of a divine pillar is the pinnacle of safe,” the redhead said with mock scorn. She ran a hand along the scales of his tail. “Do you think we could draw this in while… using our special technique?”

Even if Nemesis hadn’t been able to sense that Kaia was feeling aroused, the weight she’d put on that last word would have alerted him to which technique she meant. He let out a thoughtful noise and watched, curious, while she began drawing formation plates out of a satchel bound to her hip.

“It’s possible,” he admitted, “but our recent cultivations have proven to be a bit… destructive. We already broke one divine formation.”

Kaia let out a laugh. “True,” she agreed. “But there were six of us then. And we didn’t have these!”

Nemesis tilted his head forward and shifted to one side so he could study the plates more carefully. What he’d thought was a pale metal was actually crystal polished to a mirror finish. The entire surface was covered with the most intricate inscriptions he’d ever seen. They were far too complicated for him to understand.

“Where did you get them?” he asked, genuinely curious. They had such a spiritual presence that they actually seemed to warp the mana flowing around them despite the formation being inactive.

“There were some chambers in the library that no one has been able to open for years, since they required an S-rank to deactivate the wards. When Persephone got in, she found a number of powerful techniques and artifacts.”

“And this is meant to contain energy?”

Kaia shook her head. “No, they redirect the power into the heavens. I think they might be the foundation for whatever technique allowed the creation of this pillar. If we establish them around the column, then theoretically we can cultivate in the middle of it without damaging the mountain. All the excess energy would just get carried away to the higher planes.”

Shifting from studying the plates to Kaia herself, Nemesis noticed that she’d chosen a rather different style in dressing herself. She wore thick silk pants under mail greaves, a padded tunic beneath a leather vest, and an armored chest plate. Bracers locked down her sleeves, and yet she didn’t have a single weapon.

He also noticed that while her garments were made of a spiritually powerful material to make them tough… they were utterly mundane. In fact, he suspected that most craftsmen capable of working with those materials would have been insulted to create something so plain. “Interesting armor,” he said in a probing tone. “I don’t recognize it.”

“This stuff?” she asked, a faint flush crossing her cheeks. “Just something I had sitting around. Not very valuable. Just sentimental, really.” She didn’t let the desire she was feeling stop her from clicking the last formation plate into position.

The moment the inscription ringed them in fully, it ignited with power. Kaia didn’t even inject her mana to start it going; the ambient power of the pillar brought it to life, and to Nemesis’ eyes began a secondary shimmer that glowed around them. It was like a rainbow spiraling into the sky.

The enchanted shell rose, forming a wall that caused the outside world to vanish to his senses. It trapped his awareness within the formation, and it took an immense effort to push his mind’s eye through the barrier. Once he’d confirmed he could, however, he turned his attention back to Kaia.

He smoothly shifted into his elven form but didn’t bother to dress. His crimson gaze locked into her eyes and a small smile played over his lips. “Kaia, would you like to cultivate with me?” he purred.

Her eyes widened and she swallowed. Then she turned her head away and lifted her chin. “No, you’re a filthy spirit beast and unworthy of touching me,” she announced. The declaration was so blatantly at odds with her emotions that he nearly laughed. But he had found this was a game Kaia seemed to enjoy… even when Talia wasn’t around to watch.

“Is that so?” he asked while stalking closer to her. She edged away from him, but her back eventually thumped against the rainbow barrier. It rippled and they both sensed they could pass through it, but the momentary obstacle caused a flash of real surprise to wash over Kaia.

That surprise turned to delighted alarm when he lashed out with a hand to grasp her wrist and throw her into the center of the divine pillar. Heavenly energies poured upward all around her and cast her body into a shadow. Kaia could have caught herself; instead, she allowed her body to tumble to the ground onto her back.

“No!” she shouted when he dove on top of her. Their grapple marked the true start of the game. She resisted without holding back, and Nemesis did his best to overpower her through sheer bodily might. “Get off me you… monster!”

“Oh no, you’re mine now,” Nemesis hissed. He put as much malevolence into his voice as he could manage, and her spike of pleasure told him he was doing a good job. “I’m going to tear that armor off of you and ravish you properly… you stuck-up human bitch.”

A tiny moan escaped her before she managed to say, “Bastard… When my husband catches up to you—mmph!” She was cut off by his lips crashing into hers, which she turned into a fight as well. Teeth scraped his lips and she tried to bite him when he pressed his tongue into her mouth.

But the momentary distraction allowed him to twist her arms underneath her torso, and when he slammed her body down onto her crossed forearms, he had them pinned. He used one hand to tear that dense plate mail open in a slow, wrenching motion that emphasized the squeal of parting metal.

“How dare you!” she shouted as he took his lips from hers and used his teeth to tear open the silk tunic and expose her tanned breasts. Of course, the layered leather vest still trapped her heavy globes, but he brought his hand back around to rip it downward. “Pig, get off me! Get OFF!”

She jerked her hips and kicked at him, but Nemesis twisted between her legs to avoid being knocked loose. Her own flailing provided him the opportunity he needed to firmly lock himself between her thighs, and he used his feet to catch her shins and pin her legs.

“Not until I’ve planted my child deep in your belly,” he growled, maintaining his villainous persona. It felt a little silly for him… but he’d have been lying if he denied how it sated savage instincts lurking in the dark recesses of his mind.

While she struggled, he ran his hand down her front and felt the soaked fabric of her silk pants. His nails hooked the seam and he tore it open casually. “No, n-n-no, you can’t! My husband requires an h-hei—” Her babble about heirs ended when he thrust his cock into her with a violent surge of his hips.

He’d noticed she only pulled out the ‘my husband’ card when she truly craved being violently conquered. She knew it made his jealousy sore and that it was hard for him to be gentle—but given the games she liked to play, that was one of her main goals.

“Nooooo,” she wailed while thrusting her hips up at him wildly. The surge of mana that exploded from her and into his body to greet his thrust was nearly overwhelming. Nemesis slammed her into the stone with his return thrust, and instead of their usual ball of mana he found a swirling river flowing between them.

Each powerful stroke of their bodies caused the current to flow faster, deeper—the mana being generated was enormous. Kaia’s durable armor cracked and came apart from the sheer force of their bodies crashing together; the silk began to tear under the flexing of her muscles while she did her best to escape him.

Nemesis pinned her wrists about her head, hips driving down against her, and buried his face between her heaving breasts. Each lick and bite caused her to cry out. “Fuck, yes, Nemmy, you glorious dragon,” she wailed. Pretense of unwillingness completely abandoned, she encouraged him to greater heights.

He hammered her and let his instincts flow in the rhythm of his strokes. Each time their hips came together, the rainbow shimmer bowed outward under the swell of power, but just as she’d promised, it contained their energies.

The raw passion they’d inspired in their game meant neither of them lasted long. Kaia’s scream marked the beginning of a powerful orgasm, and Nemesis followed right behind her. But since letting their baser instincts reign supreme had been the entire point, neither of them cared. Together, they collapsed into a panting heap while their cultivation culminated.

The thunderclap of mana that boomed outward deafened both of them. A split-second later, a brilliant ring of power was caught by the rainbow wall and seemed to streak up into the sky. Nemesis was forced to resort to telepathy to ask, ‘Are you alright?’

‘I’m… so much better than alright,’ Kaia sent. She sounded dazed, but there was a vibration to her thoughts that reflected the tremble in her body. ‘Let me up. I’m sending the others for their turns. Because it worked. I feel so strong… mmm, and I want another round!’

Nemesis let out a snort he couldn’t physically hear. He took a moment to claim her mouth in a much softer kiss. ‘I guess I’ll just wait here, then?’ he teased. ‘So you all know exactly where to find me…’

Kaia’s eyes sparkled while she kissed him back. ‘Poor Nemmy… so put upon being asked to service five beautiful women. Your life is so hard.’ He suspected she was giggling from the way she jiggled as he let her out from under him. When he looked closer, he saw he’d squeezed her wrists hard enough to bruise her forearms.

He knew from experience that she’d be extra eager to come to his bed while those bruises were visible. She was an odd one. ‘Put clothes on before you reach the city,’ he ordered. ‘You’re mine. I don’t want others seeing you.’

‘Not when you can’t see the jealousy in their eyes,’ she teased, but she drew clothes from that satchel she’d had on her hip. To his surprise, the device showed no signs of damage from what they’d just done. She glanced down at it. ‘S-rank spatial storage, like your ring. Almost indestructible. Now behave while I’m gone.’

Nemesis mentally caressed her body to cause her to shiver, and she blew him a kiss before pushing her way out through the prismatic wall. Nemesis kept a light touch on her mind despite the strain caused by pushing his awareness through the barrier. When she finished dressing, he sent, ‘Good girl.’ She stiffened, shivered, and finally flashed away using a movement technique.

He adjusted himself to lie comfortably on his back while staring up at the clouds above. The world seemed to shimmer and ripple within the divine pillar, but Nemesis found no sign of another world while he stared at the sky. His hearing eventually returned, but by the time it had, Persephone was sliding into the barrier to join him.

Given she was naked and pounced on him like he was her favorite snack, Nemesis suspected he’d be deaf again soon. But he certainly wasn’t going to complain. One by one his lovers came to him, took their turn cultivating in the pillar of energy, and then traded off with the next. By the time everyone had had two turns, the formation barrier was struggling to contain the power.

Persephone announced it would need time to cool off and recharge before they could use it again. That drew some sounds of complaint, but no one wanted to risk their chance to cultivate the heavenly forces just because they wanted more immediate enjoyment.

Besides, they already knew their obsidian lair could contain their power. They planned to retreat to the lair, though Nemesis ensured the city had strict orders to send messenger talismans if anything out of the ordinary happened. That included sightings of Alecto’s returning army or the blacksmith finishing their custom orders.

Then they retired and did their best to shatter a lair made to contain an S-rank domain. They didn’t manage it, but the walls were far denser by the time they all allowed themselves to fall into a true sleep. Nemesis rejoiced in the sweaty cuddle pile they’d collapsed into, and while it wasn’t a mound of treasure… he found the bed incredibly comfortable.

Sometimes it was more about the company than the location.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Their respite only lasted two days before a paper swallow arrived to inform them that Alecto had returned, and the group made their way back to the city. In that short time, however, Nemesis could feel the growth he’d managed.

They flew in a group toward the city, the black dragon occupying the middle position. While they passed over the glacier fields, Nemesis took a moment to examine the scores that estimated his strength.

Nemesis: current rank, S8. Potential Rank, Limitless

Breakdown of current ratings.

Mental S7

Lethality S8

Defensive S7

Physicality S7

Magic S8

Classification: Godling. Subclassification: Prismatic.

His instincts had been correct. The divine power that held the sect’s mountain aloft had done good things for him. I’ve gone up a solid rank in everything, and two for my Defensive and Physicality scores. The energies of the heavens have reinforced my body significantly. If we had time to simply cultivate in there at our leisure, I am sure we could reach the peak of S-rank faster than any could comprehend. Even Kolos.

Nemesis sighed at the inconveniences of war and set his mind to destroying his enemies so he could go back to perfecting himself and his hoard. He was so focused on his scores that he almost missed another change, a single word. ‘Demigod’ had become ‘Godling.’ Strange, is that because I have formed my immortal body? But why wouldn’t that have shifted earlier? I don’t understand most of those classifications anyway, and Persephone says that none of them were programmed into the crystals. From what she’s told me, the Scaleguard gem should never have shown me as a Demigod or Prismatic… just anomalous with a message to report to an evaluator. So why?

It was a mystery he doubted they’d ever solve.

To do so would require them to fly back to Fort Talon and find out where the crystals were manufactured, then track down the makers and demand actual answers. Given the situation they were in, Nemesis thought that a foolish waste of time. He was determined to survive this legion incursion—and Kolos, if it came to that. But after all of that, he had no intention of wasting time on this rock when he could take his lovers with him up into the heavens.

No, when we’ve beaten our enemies, my focus will be on finding the mechanism of our personal ascension. He peeled his lips back to reveal his powerful fangs and a soft rumble of contentment escaped him. Perhaps it shall simply be a matter of cultivating in one big group at the pillar? We’ve already gotten amazing results from our collective efforts.

The thought of fucking their way into the heavens amused him… and it wasn’t an impossibility. Humans and other races all had their gods who used pleasure to find enlightenment. Stranger things had taken place in the universe, so Nemesis would reject no possible method out of hand until it proved to be a failure.

He set aside those thoughts while they spiraled over the city and one by one came down to land upon the central plaza. Each of them took their humanoid forms before stepping aside to allow the next to descend. By now, they all had at least one small storage item, so they wrapped robes around themselves. Nemesis made the biggest showing of his. His telekinesis levitated his robes into position so it belted itself, and then he drew himself up to stand as tall as he could while glancing around.

Their display was… mostly wasted. His commands that the city be evacuated had clearly been followed. The normal crowd of sect members was sparse, and almost everyone he could see wore the armor of warriors. Alecto and Po Ri, of course, looked suitably impressed by their efforts. Not a total loss then, he mused. Let’s see how things have progressed since we left the legion behind.

“How goes the war?” he asked in a quiet voice when they reached the general, then waited for her to stand upright. While he loved the zealous respect she showed, there were times it was annoying to talk to the top of Alecto’s head. Her bow remained until he spoke, which meant he’d delivered most of his question to a shaved pate and a patch of bright blue hair.

“The legions didn’t pursue us across the plains. We hurt them when you and the others joined us in fending off their attacks, but they still have the bulk of their strength. The only reason they had to hold off from pursuing was because they were planning something larger,” Alecto reported crisply. That information delivered, she gestured to the side and they all began walking to the council chamber.

“Any ideas what those plans are?” asked Harper from Nemesis’ left. His ladies were arranged around him, and it took him a moment to realize that they were escorting him. In fact, he confirmed with his mental sense that Persephone and Talia were in position to eliminate Alecto and Po Ri if needed..

If the general had an issue with that, it didn’t show. Her focus was entirely on her briefing, and she’d begun her answer immediately. “—scouts near their base. But last report suggested that they were assembling a portal… a large one.”

“Kolos,” Persephone uttered in a flat voice. “You think they’re calling for the Immortal?”

It was Po Ri who responded this time, saying, “More likely the Praetorian Guard. Kolos hasn’t stirred in decades, but we all know that he handpicks any dragons who reaches S-rank to serve as his personal enforcers.”

“I doubt they will come,” Persephone said, disagreeing with a shake of her head. At the confused looks she got in return, she shrugged. “The Praetorian Guard are meant to hold the empire’s vassal states in line. They’re powerful dragons, yes, but they’re also stupid. The Immortal crushes their minds to ensure their loyalty. Their riders are fanatical but also have strict orders to avoid letting their mounts gain more power. It would be almost impossible to keep them from devouring the corpses of their prey and…”

“Any dragon that came here and ate six or more rivals to the empire would grow significantly stronger,” Nemesis concluded. “Even if our elements don’t align, dragon flesh is so rich in mana that there’s no better meal to enhance another’s might. Even without consuming the core, if a dragon eats another of similar power, they’ll rise. We’re a meal Kolos must eat personally.”

“That’s also the reason no one ever sees a Praetorian candidate when they’ve washed out. Any who fail to be properly changed by the Immortal are fed to Kolos.” Persephone’s chilling explanation wasn’t news to Nemesis. He’d known about the dangers of being sent to Kolos for some time. It was the reason she had killed Glaive—to ensure that fate didn’t befall him.

But all of this was clearly news to Po Ri. The man was looking a touch green, and it took Nemesis a moment to remember that humans and elves were rather squeamish about consuming their own kind. He didn’t blame them; it was his understanding that most humanoids gained some kind of terrible disease from the act.

Dragons didn’t have that problem… and they didn’t waste food.

“Then it will probably be Kolos,” Alecto said with a sigh. “I have met both the Immortal and his dragon… and while I would love to see them dead…” She trailed off and Nemesis could feel the anxiety within her. Alecto’s zealous belief in his power was strong, but the Immortal had clearly made an impression on her.,

It was surprisingly unpleasant to sense doubt from her. He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then said, “Facing them will be difficult. However, we six are in the S-rank now and depending on how long we have before the portal is completed, we can still grow. So tell me, how long do we have?”

Po Ri drew a scroll from one of his sleeves and reviewed the writing on it. Nemesis was tempted to simply take it and read it himself, but Kaia must have noticed, because she gently touched his bicep and shook her head. He could feel her urging patience. The intricacies of humanoid courtesy could be deeply annoying.

Finally, the elf looked up and said, “Given the size of the portal and the processes being used to erect it, the scouts estimate it will take two weeks to finish. There is also the matter of powering it. While there is no doubt that they’ve amassed a great many beast cores on their journey here… the distance is still significant if they want the portal strong enough to reach the capital. The Immortal does have some permanent portal arches built there, however, to mitigate a portion of the energy costs. Depending on what methods they use to fuel the arch, it could add more time.”

“So, you don’t know,” Nemesis grumbled. “You could just say you don’t know. That’s a perfectly honest answer.”

Kaia rubbed his bicep to quiet his complaints. Then she looked over at Po Ri. “Would you say that two weeks is the minimum?”

Alecto frowned, glancing over at her lover. Po Ri met the general’s gaze for a moment, took a deep breath, then nodded. “If they somehow speed up their construction process, they still have to power the gate. If we assume that they have enough cores to trigger it immediately, it still takes time to assemble all the energy-gathering formations so none of the elements affect the spatial mana. We have confirmed they have no spatial cultivators, which means they’re doing everything through inscriptions. Our formation experts insist it will take time to get that right. Even the most pessimistic doesn’t think they can do it faster.”

Finally, they reached the council chamber, where another long, boring discussion followed. Nemesis did his best to pay attention, but he allowed Harper and the others to make most of the decisions. It wasn’t that he didn’t think he could—it was just that he had trouble caring. As long as Joat was safe, then the sect was simply a tool he could live without. In the end he hadn’t needed them to reach S-rank; he and his lovers had done that on their own.

Talia was similarly bored, so Nemesis amused himself with subtle mental caresses that caused the gold dragon to continually blush and stammer. Harper kicked him in the ankle twice, but he could tell she didn’t mind all that much. His rider was happy that he was there at the table, and he did contribute some.

But in the end, it was Kaia and Min’s knowledge of trade and noble education that guided the instructions. Min suggested several important steps in ensuring that the young of the sect were guided to become powerful cultivators, while Kaia offered the perspective of a merchant on using greed to motivate people to help each other. It was an odd concept, but Nemesis could see how those suggestions would eventually bear fruit.

When combined with the punishments Persephone recommended for anyone caught taking advantage of a weaker cultivator, well, Nemesis suspected the humanoids would be strongly inclined to behave themselves. Even Harper acknowledged the need to make it clear abuses of power would not go unpunished.

But the moment the meeting had been resolved and they had set their final course regarding the civilians, Nemesis wrapped his lovers in his telekinesis and levitated the entire group of them into the air. His last orders to Alecto were to monitor the legion carefully and come to the pillar herself should the enemy start moving.

He didn’t think any of the other cultivators at the sect had the personal power to survive the energies released if they interrupted his group cultivating… and he was fairly sure an exploded cultivator wouldn’t be able to deliver a message.

Once they’d floated out of the room, he lifted them into the sky and sent them streaking up the mountain toward the peak. “Nemesis, slow down!” Harper yelled over the wind. “I know you’re eager to grow stronger, but how much power do you really think we can gather before the Immortal arrives?”

‘We’ll grow as strong as we can,’ he replied mentally. Linking all of their minds together, Nemesis continued, saying, ‘If we only have two weeks to prepare for the coming of the being most call the greatest dragon on our world, then I plan to spend every waking moment fucking more power into all of you. I am not going to allow a single one of you to die. You can tap out when you’re tired, but this coming week is for raising our power levels. After that, we’ll sleep for a few days and start again. I love you all too much to do less than my best in ensuring you’re all strong enough to overcome any foe.’

Nemesis had to control his mental voice because he’d nearly shouted the last part. But it wasn’t his lovers he wanted to shout at. It was the world itself. A world that had been trying to crush him under its heel since he’d hatched from his egg. Nemesis had never been less than sure that he was destined for greatness… and while he couldn’t deny there was a chance he would fall when confronting Kolos, he knew one thing with absolute certainty.

He'd be dead before he allowed any of his lovers to perish.

So upward they flew to the spot that marked where a mortal had dared to rise into the ranks of godhood. He felt the emotions of those with him, and it seemed like their love and growing resolve was allowing him to levitate them all faster.

Harper reached out and wove her fingers through his, and Min clasped his hand on the other side. Persephone linked fingers with Min, and Kaia claimed Harper’s other hand. Talia’s grip was firm opposite Harper. Together they glided over the glaciers.

Nemesis silently cursed. At some point they must have flown through a nearly invisible fog bank or something. Moisture kept forming in his eyes, forcing him to blink repeatedly to keep his crimson gaze clear. For some reason, Harper and Min kept squeezing his hands like they wanted to reassure him.

But his focus was on their goal and nothing else.

When they reached the pillar they wasted no time in setting up the formation plates and ensuring the prismatic barrier had activated without gaps or flaws. Nemesis allowed his mind to once more sink through the mountain and touch that strange dark energy that sank into the lava fields. He traced the divine might up into the heavens, trying to memorize the routes that both made through the world. Dimly, he sensed that the pillar actually split and spread the higher it went.

It was when his arms were looping around Harper to draw her into a kiss that the shape truly registered for him. It wasn’t a pillar at all. It was a tree. The tremendous shape made it hard to grasp, and he’d never had the power to see enough of before… but now he was sure of it.

The sect’s flying mountain was wrapped around the trunk of a massive tree of energy that connected their world to those above and below.


Chapter Thirty


Nemesis’ epiphany saw enlightened energy streaming down from the heavens to lend power to their lovemaking, and none of them wasted it. While dual cultivating was a joyous experience, all of them felt the pressure of the battles to come. There was a frantic, almost desperate air to share themselves, and it was reflected in the rivers of energies flowing between them.

The tattoos, which ensured a share of power transferred to everyone, began to show signs of wear by the third day, and they’d shattered completely by the fifth. Yet by the time those inked inscriptions failed, the technique to share gathered mana with each other had engraved itself on their souls. It would take nothing more than an act of will for them to keep transferring it to each other from that point on.

When their week of cultivation had come to an end, they were truly tired. It was an energized, almost manic exhaustion that tried to convince them they could keep going. The euphoric high saw them near giggling, but Nemesis made sure to push everyone to ignore it while they flew back to their obsidian lair.

In a pile of draconic bodies, they feasted on the various spirit beast carcasses that they’d left in storage, all of them gorging until they felt like they could barely move. Nemesis found himself covered in smaller dragons, and they lazily supervised him in sorting through the various items that they’d recovered from all the legionnaires they had killed.

Telekinetically floating the various weapons, pills, coins, and armors around, they divided the spoils up into various piles for distribution around the sect. With their focus on ascension in the near future, they weren’t as concerned for growing their personal fortunes… but that still didn’t stop Nemesis from putting every coin and piece of jewelry into the pile for his hoard.

One by one, his lovers fell asleep. Nemesis himself felt the call to slumber too, but he pushed it off until he had finished his task. He was careful in ensuring that the entrance to their lair had several of Kaia’s talismans active around it. Ones that would wake them if a messenger talisman or Alecto arrived… and ones that would also wake them if an enemy somehow found their lair.

The last part wasn’t something that concerned him greatly, because he was using his own psionic gifts to keep an eye on the cave while he slept. It was an ability he had been working on for a long time, yet had only recently mastered: the simple act of keeping his mental awareness conscious and hooked to his instincts. If a mind spark came into his area of perception, it would rouse him so he could determine what level of threat it was.

He suspected it was a power that would serve him well when they went to the new world to resume their path of power. But for now, Nemesis allowed himself to drift and recover from the pressure of cultivating such high-tier energies.

When he woke, it was indeed to Alecto having set foot into the obsidian tunnel that led to the cave. He telepathically prodded his lovers until all of them were stirring. Even the sleepiest found themselves suddenly alert. Now that they were in S-rank, the need for sleep was almost nonexistent. The desire for it was simply a holdover to their mortal bodies, but Nemesis had no desire to expunge it.

As a dragon, he firmly believed that a full belly and sleep was the best way to integrate new power into his existence. He’d yet to see any sign that he was wrong. But while the others sorted themselves out, he shifted to his elven form and floated up and out of the giant stone sphere. He drew out a robe and dressed himself while walking down the long tunnel to see what Alecto had to say.

From the turmoil in her mind, he assumed their worst fears had come true, but he decided to wait for confirmation before he reached any conclusions of his own. So it was with hands clasped behind his back that he came across her. “General,” he offered in greeting.

To her credit, Alecto didn’t jump despite the spike of alarm that hit her when he appeared out of the darkness. In fact, it was the opposite—his presence immediately calmed her. She clapped a fist to her breast and bowed low to acknowledge his presence. “Patriarch,” she began, “the scouts have returned with word that the portal is activating. We’re not sure how, but it seems that it was powered from the other side. A few of our men stayed behind to report on whatever came through… but we’ve lost contact with them.”

“Well, that’s unpleasant. Did the scouts say what the legion was doing?”

“Yes, though that part is confusing. Many of the soldiers were packing up like they were preparing to leave the area. They’d begun assembling their wagons once more and harnessing their spirit beasts. With the gryphons mostly gone, they don’t have enough aerial mounts to raid the sect… and so they seem to be withdrawing.”

Nemesis grimaced and took a moment to consider that. “That’s unfortunate,” he muttered.

Grasping his meaning, Alecto nodded. “If the Immortal is withdrawing his troops, then it’s likely that whatever comes through the portal will be capable of devastating the area around it to such a degree that even their powerful cultivators would die. Spirit beasts or cultivators of that power have to be in a divine tier, and we can’t fight those.” She sounded willing to try, however, and he gave her credit for that.

Nemesis reached out and clapped her shoulder. “You can’t fight that,” he corrected. “Take the last of your troops through the teleportation arrays and set the arrays to self-destruct. Joat is your responsibility now. Make sure my daughter grows to become a fine cultivator one day. When it’s safe, the treasure that remains behind in this cavern will belong to her. If I look down from the heavens and see you have failed in this quest…”

Nemesis trailed off because he didn’t need to finish the threat; Alecto’s mind glowed like someone experiencing a religious revelation. Fervent devotion flooded through her and he could almost feel her purpose in life realigning itself to make his demands the sole reason for her existence. He’d never understand such slavish dedication to a cause… and the fact that Alecto had never truly grasped him as anything but the centerpiece of her religious mania was the exact reason he’d never seriously considered taking her into his harem.

Dragons deserve to be worshiped for the supreme beings we are, he mused, but we also deserve to be loved for who we are. I am not sure Alecto has ever seen me for me at any point since I have met her. I’ll happily allow her devotion to safeguard Joat until the girl is old enough and strong enough to protect herself… but I’d never take that woman to bed.

He considered telling Alecto about the pills Harper had prepared for Joat, then discarded the idea. The general might be devoted, but he didn’t want to tempt her with the idea of claiming part of his bloodline for herself. Joat would find the bottles hidden in this lair when the time came for her to explore it. When she did, she could enhance herself and then take her place in the world as a dragon.

She just had to grow strong enough to manage it.

Alecto departed, so Nemesis sent a telepathic message back to the others to relay the information the general had shared, and also let them know he was going to fly around the mountain to see what his mind could sense. He acknowledged their demands that he be cautious, and then slipped out into the open air. He found a dark sky hanging above him. It was a moonless night, and the sky was heavily overcast with clouds. He could smell rain and lightning in the air, though the storm had yet to break.

The cold wind blowing over the glacier fields promised that no rain would survive to touch the icy ground; each drop would be frozen well before it could reach the mountain. Nemesis found the stark, desolate landscape beautiful. He took a few seconds to firmly engrave these moments into his memory so he would never forget them… then he drew his robes back into his ring and allowed his body to take on its true form.

Embracing the darkness within, Nemesis hurled himself into the sky and pumped his wings hard to gain altitude. His wingbeats were muffled by the mana flooding his scales, and he felt almost no drain on his reserves to keep the stealth activated. The cold wind didn’t do much to help keep him aloft, but his immortal body felt like he could fly across the entire world without growing tired.

But for now, he had a mission. He flew on silent wings in a circuit around the sect, his mind reaching out to examine each bright spark he came across. He made sure to study the spirit beasts he encountered, just to ensure they weren’t acting on the orders of anyone… or anything. He felt Alecto’s soldiers vanishing in large groups—teleporting away to the evacuation sites. When he pushed out past the city and down toward the cliffs that marked the end of the floating mountain, he sensed that the beasts beneath the edges had begun growing in strength again. None of them were a challenge to him or his lovers, so he ignored them.

It would do the sect good to have to clear their mountain once more before they could reclaim it. Let them fight off the spirit beasts that grow strong in their absence. He dismissed that from his mind while passing over the lava fields. The creatures there had also been gaining power with the sect focused on the legions. The reasons were obvious. The mountain had been producing far heavier mana flows since he and his lovers had focused on cultivating around the world tree.

Even though it hadn’t been long, nature had taken full advantage of the bounty he’d created and now the world was changing to reflect his presence. The balanced mana that radiated off him was providing a feast for the creatures below… and it was a disruption in that feast that led him to the first signs of danger.

He felt a tug on the ambient mana in the direction of the imperial camp. Something was pulling on all the energies in the area and dragging it like an invisible wind across the land. Nemesis made sure to keep his personal energy in tight against his scales. He didn’t want his aura to travel to his enemies—not when he didn’t know what their powers might be.

Racking his memory, Nemesis found that he couldn’t recall any details on what type of mana Kolos actually used. That can’t be right… There are stories of how he overcame Nightshade, and the Immortal used him in dozens of wars to spread the might of the empire. How could I not remember what kind of breath he had? For that matter… what kind of attacks did Nightshade herself use?

Disturbed, Nemesis realized he didn’t know. He’d learned Nightshade was capable of creating powerful inscriptions like the ones in the cave, designed to contain the lava aura of an S-rank dragon. But he couldn’t recall a single utterance about her breath attack. It was like something had scoured those details from his mind.

Is this divine interference? he wondered, suddenly paranoid. Some ability of the Immortal to ensure his enemies don’t know exactly what they must do to defeat him?

Nemesis took several long breaths and caught a thermal to glide in a slow circle above the lava. He focused on the play of muscles along his back and down his wings while he adjusted for each variation in the heat rising from the lake… and doing so helped calm his spirit.

Old cultivators tend to be paranoid and cagey about their powers. Harper has complained often enough how alchemists don’t share their knowledge. It’s far more likely that the empire has systematically destroyed detailed accounts of Kolos’ battles from public archives and made it clear that anyone with personal knowledge had best keep their mouths shut. The sect’s records of Nightshade’s rules were all written second or thirdhand. None of the accounts were made by witnesses… and the council was focused on making sure the histories justified their slaughter of the spirit beasts Nightshade left behind.

Settled, Nemesis resisted the temptation to blow smoke. He didn’t want to put that scent into the wind… though he doubted anyone could pick it out over the stench of the lava fields. In the privacy of his mind he was willing to admit that the idea of fighting Kolos was intimidating, but he was determined to maintain a strong face for his lovers. He truly believed they could defeat anyone if they fought together.

And he sensed that they would get their chance soon.

A deep mental bonfire was heading toward them. The density of the mental energy had him wondering if he was facing a fellow psionic for a moment, then he realized it was two ancient minds connected so deeply they registered nearly as one. He didn’t need any other evidence to be sure of what was approaching.

Kolos and his rider, the Immortal Emperor.

Nemesis spun on a thermal and flapped hard to rise higher into the sky, then streaked along the mountain and flashed over the empty city. He didn’t even pause for a moment when he sensed a few lingering mental sparks among the buildings. Anyone who failed to evacuate in time would have to deal with their own stupid decisions. He had no inclination to save them from themselves. They’d had ample chance to flee.

He raced over the glacial fields, and once he was close enough to the cavern, he began broadcasting to his lovers. ‘They come. Kolos and the Emperor are approaching. Their minds are distant, but I can feel them. It is time to battle, my loves… now come to me!’ he roared with all the power of his mind.

One by one he felt them register his sending, and the emotional turmoil they felt swiftly vanished under steely resolve. He linked their minds to bind them all in perfect communication while also ensuring none were overwhelmed by the feelings of the others.

Not that he needed to. His lovers were dedicated, and they overcame their fears with remarkable discipline. He didn’t shy from revealing the pride he felt in them. Then they came flying one by one out of the cavern to join him in the sky.


Chapter Thirty-One


‘Are you sure you want to face him as dragons?’ Nemesis sent to the small group flying directly above and slightly behind him.

‘I wouldn’t,’ Persephone interjected. ‘At least not to actually battle him. Kolos is an expert at fighting other dragons. Your size would work against you... Too easy to crush. Large enough to bite out of the sky, and small enough to break under his strength. My recommendation would be to rise high in the atmosphere and let him focus on Nemesis and myself. When you drop down on him, use your breath attacks and then immediately shift to human form. We will need to fight the Immortal at the same time, and their combined power will be dangerous.’

Of all of them, Persephone was the only one who had met Kolos and the Immortal in person. She’d entered Fort Talon and the Scaleguard before the fall of Nightshade, though she hadn’t seen the final battle herself. Nemesis found it reassuring that his concerns were echoed by the silver dragon.

‘How do they fight?’ Kaia asked, focusing on the tactics they might face. ‘Kolos is a War Dragon, so his power is centered around his body and widespread attacks, right?’

‘Yes,’ Persephone confirmed. ‘Kolos uses a mixture of shadows and fire in his breath. They call it the black flame. He’s capable of bathing an entire battlefield in the stuff. It burns like regular fire, except it can’t be put out using water. It also emits no light at all. Instead it seems to absorb the illumination around it to burn hotter. No one is sure what concept led to that evolution. The only way to smother his fires is to physically choke the flames with dirt or something similar.’

‘And the Immortal?’ asked Harper. Nemesis had noticed that she’d begun gaining altitude since Persephone had offered her advice and he was glad to see Kaia and Min going with her. Talia seemed undecided, but the gold dragon eventually fluttered her wings and rose to follow the smaller trio.

Persephone let out a rumbling sound, then twisted into a loop around Nemesis before she said, ‘The Immortal is an arcane spellcaster. His martial prowess is strong, as one would expect from a human who reached the peak of cultivation for this plane, but it’s his spells that made him so feared on the battlefield. Where Kolos devastated armies, the Immortal focused on singular targets and battered them with precision attacks. Since he rarely leaves Kolos’ back during a battle, he has always been difficult for others to attack directly.’

Nemesis contemplated that. It’s a potent pairing. It does, however, rely on the Immortal’s foes being unwilling to close with Kolos. We don’t have an army to defend, and our city has been evacuated. Kolos can set fire to the entire sect, yet that will do nothing but ruin buildings. That means we can focus entirely on our offense.

While he contemplated their tactics, Nemesis kept his awareness scanning those approaching figures; he saw that they’d come far closer, so he made sure the others knew their positions and he began cycling all of his mana types through his body. Power surged within his muscles and scales, but he resisted the pressure that wanted to see his other heads manifest physically.

That was a surprise he didn’t intend to waste.

Persephone, meanwhile, was casting spells. Tiny runes of light flashed around her muzzle before seeming to vanish. It took Nemesis a moment to realize that those sigils were caught in her gleaming scales—their reflections remaining while the spell itself faded. The colors were hard to make out, and if he hadn’t seen her cast them, he’d have thought they were just sparkles on her armored flesh.

For himself, Nemesis reached out and dragged his telekinesis across the land to scoop up a cloud of sand, dirt, dust, and pebbles. He purposefully avoiding picking up anything huge and focused instead on a vast quantity of tiny particles. If they needed to smother Kolos’ breath, he wanted to be able to do it without diving to the ground.

He could sense the others high above them, and from the strain he felt coming off Harper’s mind he assumed they’d gained enough height to make breathing difficult. Even for dragons there was an upper limit to how high one could fly. Yet he didn’t blame them for their decision. His mental range was huge, but if he hadn’t been bound to the group, he wouldn’t have been able to sense them at all.

He only hoped that the Immortal’s senses weren’t so keen.

The dark speck on the horizon began to show definition and Nemesis found himself remembering Cambus’ vast bulk… except the creature before him could never be mistaken for fat. Kolos’ scales were a ruby so deep that the red shone in the darkness. Four vast wings spread out like an X from his back, yet he made no effort to flap. The tremendous dragon seemed to glide on his own stored mana. When Nemesis looked closer, he saw a tiny figure in white was perched on his head between Kolos’ huge horns.

Nemesis had passed a hundred feet in length, and Persephone was double that—yet end to end they might not have spanned Kolos’ wings from tip to tip. Head on as they were, it was hard to gauge how long the imperial dragon was, but Nemesis estimated Kolos to be at least four times his own length… and proportionally wider.

If Nemesis had never seen the sect’s floating mountain, he might well have judged Kolos the largest object he’d ever seen in the sky. Smoke trailed from between the ruby dragon’s jaws, and when he finally chose to flap his wings, the grasslands beneath him burst into flames from the heated downdraft he created.

‘He’s gotten bigger,’ Persephone noted. There was a faint tremble in her mental voice, so Nemesis used a portion of his mind to stroke along her slender neck.

‘Then it’ll be easier to hit him, won’t it?’ he said. She shot him a look of surprise, and a moment later a vicious bloodlust stirred in her heart. That drive to kill rose when Nemesis pulled lightning from his core and allowed it to flood his throat. When Persephone saw his jaws open and spew an arcing blast of electricity at the distant Kolos, she laughed.

Nemesis’ own power had grown significantly, and despite the distance between them, the lightning impacted against a shimmering barrier around Kolos. The white dot on the dragon’s head held up two hands to reinforce the shield, yet it still cracked when Persephone hit the same point with a beam of light.

They’d failed to break the Immortal’s wards, but they had definitely gotten the pair’s attention. Kolos unleashed a bellow of rage that set the air around him on fire. Black sparks and tongues of shadowy flames licked the air. The huge dragon began to sweep his wings down in earnest and truly gained speed in his approach.

Nemesis flexed his own wings and angled up while Persephone shifted her delicate form and ghosted out to one side. The pair would have to split their attention to keep track of the both of them. Nemesis felt a spell sweep out and tingle against his mana, but it didn’t do any damage or leave a trace that he could tell.

‘Do you know what that was?’ he sent to Persephone.

‘Tracking spell!’ she called back without hesitation. ‘The Immortal is targeting our mana signatures to make sure he can hit us with his spells no matter how we try and hide. It’s one of his specialties.’

A grunt escaped Nemesis, then he focused on speed to gain height and angle for a strafing run along Kolos’ back. His grunt transformed into a fireball that rolled out from between his fangs to blast across the top of the Immortal’s protections.

Kolos didn’t even flinch at the fire, which made Nemesis suspect the ruby-tinted dragon didn’t believe that another dragon’s flames could harm him. Matching elements were notoriously bad at doing direct damage, so the confidence was likely warranted. Except Nemesis wasn’t trying to harm Kolos.

He’d laced his flames with the concept of the consuming void, and they clung to the Immortal’s shield and ate into it. The mana was being wasted, as Nemesis hadn’t developed a technique that would allow him to harvest it, but the cracks in the Immortal’s protections were spreading.

Persephone, meanwhile, had vanished with a shimmer of light and created a field of sparkling stars that appeared to be trying to orbit their huge opponent. Each time Kolos brushed one of the gleaming points of light, the spark detonated. The explosions were small, but they added to the effort in removing that shield.

Kolos wasn’t willing to let their attacks go unanswered, and while he was far slower than Nemesis, his breath still nearly caught the black dragon. The sheer volume of black fire that poured out of Kolos was enough to darken the sky all around them. It wasn’t just a cone of flames—no, it was like Kolos was exhaling a new sky. The fire curled back around him and spread like a sheet that chased Nemesis upward.

Persephone’s mind spark was forced to veer sharply away from Kolos, and the motion let Nemesis see a ripple that might have marked her location. The Immortal must have seen it as well, because moments later, lances of purple magic were streaking across the sky to detonate Persephone’s own wards.

Nemesis twisted in midair and resisted the temptation to dive at the cultivator launching attacks on his mate. Instead, he responded with a blast of lightning that shattered the upper arc of the Immortal’s barrier. The white-robed figure didn’t seem concerned and Nemesis was glad of it. The man’s overconfidence would serve them well.

Because that was the moment Nemesis sent all of the dirt and sand he’d been hauling along through the broken wards, making a dust cloud plume into existence across the vast expanse of Kolos’ back. He doubted the grit would do anything to either of them, but that wasn’t why he’d thrown it.

While the pair dealt with a choking cloud obscuring their vision, a blazing-orange beam of plasma raked across Kolos’ back and shattered several scales. Kaia dove through the hole and transformed into her human form. She swiftly armored herself with the best gear they had, then slammed her shield down to form a barricade against the Immortal’s reprisal.

Harper came dropping down right behind Kaia, heralding a blizzard of steel splinters that tore into the broken scales to expand the wound and dig into the exposed flesh. Twisting in midair, the metal-scaled dragon transformed, gripping her elven rapier while standing behind Kaia. Min joined them so swiftly Nemesis almost missed the seeds she sprayed into Kolos’ wounds.

The trio braced themselves for the Immortal’s reprisals, and Nemesis was helpless to assist them when a wave of arcane power tried to sweep them off the huge dragon’s back. Kaia’s shield flared with crackling flames and she drove her blade into a space between Kolos’ scales to hold her position.

Shielded by their friend, Harper and Min stood firm. Min’s water and wood mana flowed over Kaia to heal the wounds that had blossomed across her skin from that brief brush with the Immortal’s power.

With his rider in danger, Kolos chose to chase after Nemesis. The huge dragon twisted, his four wings lashing down in an attempt to catch up with Nemesis. Hate glowed in that dragon’s blue eyes, and Nemesis responded by spitting a line of venom straight at them. Sensing the danger, Kolos ducked his head to avoid the spray.

Corrosive acid coated his scales, but Nemesis didn’t see any signs that he’d broken Kolos’ armor. Still, forcing the ruby dragon to turn his head had given Nemesis a slight advantage—or rather, gave Talia’s spells a clear shot at Kolos.

Hundreds of flaming sparrows flew past Nemesis and began detonating all around Kolos’ head. The flames themselves did little damage, but the shockwaves were disorienting and clearly caused the huge dragon to lose track of his opponent. Nemesis took that moment to dive under Kolos and flip over.

Lashing out with all four feet, Nemesis sought to tear into Kolos’ underbelly and open up wounds they could take advantage of. His talons dug long furrows in Kolos’ armor, but none of the injuries were substantial.

Annoyed, Nemesis exhaled a cloud of ice and snow between Kolos’ hind legs and forced the titanic dragon to release a truly undignified squeal of shock. The ruby dragon retaliated by kicking down with his hind claws, but Nemesis twisted between them, and then arced to allow Kolos’ tail to pass his head.

But not without biting at it.

Hard scales shattered under Nemesis’ teeth and the coppery taste of Kolos’ blood filled his mouth. He sensed his venom hadn’t been replenished enough for a proper attack, so Nemesis spewed caustic acid gas across the broken skin. The corrosive mist didn’t stick to Kolos the way Nemesis’ venom would have, but it did set the flesh to sizzling.

His focus on doing damage cost him, however, because Kolos exhaled a huge expanse of shadowy flames in response and Nemesis found himself unable to dodge it. The burning sensation that spread across his scales was intense, and if he hadn’t had his own core of flame mana, that singular attack might have killed him.

Snapping his eyes closed and attempting to do the same with his nostrils, Nemesis accepted the fire that ate at his body while he sought new altitude. The light telekinetic touch he’d kept on that dust cloud proved his salvation. He sucked much of it back through the air and scoured his own body with it. Starting with his wings, Nemesis smothered the flames, regaining his vision just in time to see Kolos racing at him with open jaws.

The ruby dragon had clearly intended to take advantage of Nemesis’ vulnerability to bite down on his vulnerable neck, but Persephone suddenly flashed between them and released several brilliant beams of light that carved at Kolos’ face. Flinching, the giant dragon adjusted course to try and bite at Persephone instead.

Releasing all of the dirt he’d been dragging through the sky with him, Nemesis reached out to wrap his mind around Persephone and pull her down until she passed beneath Kolos’ jaws. The agile silver twisted to coil around the brute’s throat like a necklace, her claws slashing repeatedly at his neck—though failing to piece his scales.

Spikes of metal shot along Kolos’ back as Harper dueled with the Immortal. The trio were working in unison to counter the Immortal’s superior experience; Kaia blocked, Min healed, and Harper focused on offense.

But Nemesis could see that they were losing.


Chapter Thirty-Two


Talia descended from above like a comet, and her flaming aura brought a light that burned away the shadows created by Kolos. The gold dragon raked along the monster’s side and tore at his wings with her talons. Like Persephone, she couldn’t break his scales, but the leathery vanes of his wings were another matter.

Perhaps more important was that the light of Talia’s inferno soothed Nemesis’ burns and clearly boosted Min’s own healing powers. The gold dragon opened her jaws and exhaled flames across Kolos’ belly in her next attack and the frozen scales Nemesis had left behind shattered at the temperature change.

Persephone, still dodging Kolos’ attempts to bite at her, twisted around beneath the behemoth and lanced a beam of light at the broken armor—and the exposed groin between Kolos’ legs. “No kids for you, you arrogant bastard!” she shrieked in a rage. Then her shriek turned to a scream when Kolos clamped his teeth around the last few feet of her tail.

Nemesis heard the crunch and folded his wings to drop into a dive. Kolos finished his bite, blood spraying into the air as the end of Persephone’s tail vanished down his gullet. Talia was quick to breathe white light across the injury, and both of them swept past the ruby dragon to get away from his twisting form.

Slamming into Kolos’ head, Nemesis roared in pain when an instinctive twist of Kolos’ head saw the ruby dragon’s horn impale his thigh. The jagged spike emerged out the other side, cracking bone and breaking scales along the way. With a bellow of pain, Nemesis raked his hind legs across Kolos’ face in an attempt to gouge out his rival’s eyes.

His attack had forced the Immortal to reposition to avoid being crushed between the two of them, and Nemesis hoped his lovers took advantage of the man’s need to move. He sensed techniques going off beneath him and some sparked off his scales, drawing blood. But when Kolos locked his jaws around the base of Nemesis’ tail, the black dragon felt fiery pain explode up his spine.

Despite the pain, the position was beneficial for Nemesis. He allowed his other heads to manifest at that moment, and five sets of jaws bit down across Kolos’ back in response. The crimson and blue heads each caught the bones of the ruby dragon’s wings and did their best to crush the delicate structures. The white head tracked the Immortal and unleashed a blizzard of ice shards at the robed figure.

Forced to switch to defense, the Immortal cast a defensive field around himself to block the assault. That allowed Nemesis’ lovers to leap free of Kolos’ back and land upon his. Min’s healing technique flowed into him, while Harper and Kaia raced along his spine toward Kolos’ head.

The Immortal spun in the air and formed a technique to track his foes, only to have panels of light start appearing all around him. The glowing plates resembled the hexagonal portions of a tortoise’s shell, polished like a mirror. Whatever spell he tried to release began ricocheting around between those plates, and then Persephone was gliding past to unleash her breath at him.

The spellcaster managed to negate his own magic and drew up a half-hemisphere of purple energy to guard against Persephone’s attack—missing the cloud of crimson fireflies that drifted around behind him to start exploding in a wave of flames and eat into his robes.

He snuffed the flames swiftly, but Nemesis saw burns on the old man’s flesh. When the Immortal released a wave of glowing purple darts that began tracking Persephone, Nemesis twisted his green head up and over his own body to bite at the man. Surprised, the Immortal nearly lost control of his flight technique. Persephone redirected her light panels to block the darts from hitting Talia, who swept under Nemesis to blast him with her healing light.

Nemesis finally managed to bite through one of the heaviest scales on Kolos’ spine with his central head, and it was now his turn to gulp down a chunk of his enemy. This time, nothing stopped him from spewing his corrosive venom deep into the bleeding wound, and he was rewarded with the sight of Kolos’ flesh bubbling and rotting under the poison’s influence.

But Kolos twisted his head and attempted to tear Nemesis’ tail free at the base. Unwilling to allow himself to be maimed so grievously, Nemesis used his white head to line up a strike with his tail. The powerful thagomizers slammed into the side of Kolos’ jaw and the sound of shattering bone resonated through the air.

Kolos’ jaw went limp—as did Nemesis’ tail—and the ruby dragon had no choice but to let Nemesis go. The shadow dragon slid off Kolos’ back and flapped hard to regain some altitude. His tail dragged in the air behind him, even with Min working to heal the damage. Kolos wasn’t doing much better; two of the huge beast’s wings were sagging along his sides.

The Immortal was engaged in a spell duel with Talia and Persephone, the gold and silver dragons sweeping around the old man in a constant spiral that let them act in unison. With Persephone focusing on defense and Talia on offense, they were doing well against the emperor.

But what shocked Nemesis was when he gained enough space to fully see Kolos’ head once more—because Harper and Kaia were clinging to the ruby dragon’s skull. At least, they were for a moment before they each dove off the beast’s head and activated a movement technique that saw them slam into Kolos’ eyes. Midflight, Harper’s body had changed to steel, and she’d thrown her entire weight behind the gleaming edge of her rapier. She vanished into Kolos’ blue eye like a splinter, and a second later a wave of crimson spread out from the wound.

Kaia, meanwhile, had wrapped herself in flames and slammed into Kolos’ eye shield first. The dragon’s inner-eyelid had begun to close, which trapped Kaia’s shield before she could penetrate the orb, yet she kept it from closing completely. Then she spun her body and slashed her sword in a vicious arc that tore a horizontal cut across Kolos’ iris.

Bleeding from both eyes, the dragon released a bellow of pain that physically hurled them all away from him. Kolos’ body exploded with a nimbus of shadowy flames, completely shrouding the injured beast. The heat rose so sharply that Nemesis worried for both his lovers. Kaia and Harper fell toward the ground below, apparently unconscious, and he was forced to dive after them.

He reached out to grasp them telekinetically and drew them up toward Min on his back. The blonde was already preparing her healing techniques, yet he worried it wasn’t going to be enough. ‘Stop trying to heal me. I can handle it. Make sure the others are fine first,’ he ordered. One of his necks twisted so he could stare back at her, and he could see Min swallow whatever protest had started to form.

What she’d done for him had already restored some movement in his tail, and Nemesis wasn’t afraid to be burned. He pushed the trio together, then issued a new command. ‘Bring them to the surface. I’m taking my own fight to the Immortal while Persephone and Talia deal with Kolos.’

‘Wait, what?’ Talia yelped in surprise. ‘The two of us could barely scratch his scales!’

‘But he’s blind now,’ Persephone hissed, malevolent glee in her mental voice. ‘And Nemmy broke scales all over his back. Now we can tear him apart from a distance.’

‘Right, okay, but how is Nemmy going to face the Immortal?’ Talia asked, concern still clear in her voice.

‘The way he least expects it,’ Nemesis growled, and even while he broadcast the thought, he’d begun shifting. His body twisted, his painful wounds resisting the transformation, but Nemesis refused to allow weakness to remain in his mortal frame.

Wisps of his hair blew past his eyes, and he was amused to see that they’d taken the color of his different heads. Black, white, crimson, red, blue, and green all streamed around his face. He levitated with the power of his mind and burst in between Persephone and Talia just as they hit the Immortal with flashy spells to distract him.

The old man’s eyes widened to see a small fist suddenly sweep past his head. Survival instincts had him twisting to avoid the blow, but Nemesis had no intention of fighting fair. Telekinesis grasped the Immortal’s robes and yanked at his body, and soon the pair were twisting and falling through the sky.

Nemesis flooded his body with mana and reinforced his flesh. Purple spells slammed into his skin, but Nemesis ignored the tears and wounds that began to form. His body healed while absorbing the mana he was spending, and for every spell the Immortal threw, the man was forced to dodge a punch or kick.

Throughout it all Nemesis kept jerking the man’s limbs out of alignment and ruining his martial forms, and that allowed the dragon to slam their heads together with a deafening crack that saw the Immortal’s nose shatter under the impact. Shock widened the emperor’s eyes and Nemesis opened his mouth to spit into the man’s gaze—having loaded his own saliva with his poison mana. The Immortal’s eyes began to hiss with the venom trying to eat through his body.

The Immortal swung a brutal kick at Nemesis’ side, but the dragon trapped the calf against his ribs telekinetically, then slammed his palm into the other man’s knee. Bones snapped and something dislocated. Then Nemesis rolled himself along the Immortal’s leg until he felt his back rest against the emperor’s chest. Shooting both elbows back, Nemesis cracked ribs with the strikes, and when the Immortal started to double over from pain, the dragon slid out from under him.

Every time a healing talisman or life-saving item started to flare with mana, Nemesis ruthlessly tore it away and threw it into the sky. He refused to allow the Immortal a moment to gather his wits. A purple blade slashed out from the man’s fingers when he swept his arm at Nemesis, and the dragon felt it shear through his bones. With his right hand missing, Nemesis stabbed the Immortal in the stomach with his sharp-edged stump.

A defensive barrier blasted out from the old man’s body and shoved Nemesis back, but Nemesis wrapped his mind around the entire thing and drove them both into the ground below like they were the head of a massive hammer.

Bouncing back and away from the Immortal after the impact, Nemesis struggled to regain his wits and center himself. The ferocious pace of the fight had allowed him to temporarily overwhelm the man, but he could see that the Immortal was already regaining his center. Then stone spikes started erupting all around them and the man had to twist and weave to avoid being impaled.

The Immortal swung his arm in a glowing arc of lavender to sever the stones, but a flaming shield blasted him in the face. Kaia, sliding between Harper’s attack, came up off her knees and swung her blade down to slice through the Immortal’s shoulder. The man screamed in pain, yet somehow fired a spell from inside his own mouth to send Kaia flying away. It didn’t help, because Min’s spear was shooting forward as their healer flew forward in a lunge that saw her tearing through the Immortal’s arm below the elbow.

Clutching at his injured limb, the emperor’s face twisted in rage and he called new shields into being around himself. Shields which were shattered by stone jaws that closed around him like a bear trap and held him in place while Harper’s blade lashed out at the man’s throat. The Immortal sacrificed his torn arm to deflect the rapier at the last second.

By then Nemesis was back on his feet, and stones were rising from the ground to rocket through the air at the Immortal from every angle. Kaia returned and hurled herself between the Immortal and Min to block their healer from a series of violet lances. The woman’s shield lost huge chunks of metal and she was forced to discard it, but Min escaped with only a few scratches.

Together, the four of them refused to allow the Immortal a moment to cast any powerful spells. Nemesis continued ripping away any items that seemed to flare with mana—eventually, he just started tearing the man’s clothing away completely. That, if nothing else, seemed to drive the Immortal mad with rage.

It took Nemesis a moment to realize that the anger was a shield for fear: the Immortal had no innate defenses against his psionics. The man’s mana only blunted Nemesis’ mind; it couldn’t block him completely. And with the Immortal’s wounds mounting, his terror grew. He kept glancing at the sky, but Nemesis didn’t look back.

The black dragon had been tracking Persephone and Talia with his mental awareness the entire time. The pair were keeping back from Kolos and aiming their spells at the areas of torn scales and broken armor Nemesis had created. The larger dragon kept trying to chase them or shield himself in his dark flames, but that shadow inferno couldn’t survive the brilliance of Talia’s breath. It might take the pair days to kill Kolos at their current pace, but they were accomplishing their goal: the ruby dragon couldn’t come rescue his master.

The Immortal realized it too, because he suddenly threw his arm down and tried to rocket into the air. Vines shot up and wrapped around the man’s ankles at the same moment Nemesis slammed down on him with telekinesis. The Immortal was driven into the ground in an explosion of force that threw all of them backward.

But when he started staggering to his feet, the Immortal found Nemesis suddenly in front of him. A fist drove into the emperor’s stomach and his corroded eyes shot open wide. Nemesis dug his fingers into the man’s ribs, this time refusing to let go. He locked them together and clubbed the man across the face with the stump of his missing hand.

“Let’s see what lies behind your terror,” Nemesis hissed into the Immortal’s ear—then he hurled the full force of his mind into the Immortal’s consciousness. The powerful cultivator should have been able to deflect him and keep Nemesis out, but the dragon had chosen his moment perfectly.

Off balance, wounded, scared for his existence, the Immortal was struggling just to keep himself centered. The self-styled god was facing his first defeat in centuries, and that left cracks in his perfect confidence. Cracks that Nemesis broke wide open while driving his own mind into the Immortal’s psyche like a chisel.

The Immortal’s back arched and an ear-piercing scream escaped him at the sight of a five-headed dragon suddenly dominating his mindscape. Nemesis crashed into the marble palace that represented the man’s sense of self and let out a roaring laugh.

“You’re in my world now, human!”


Chapter Thirty-Three


“Am I? Do you think you’re the first to attack my psyche?” came a voice from all around Nemesis. It took the dragon a moment to orient on the ephemeral voice, because the Immortal was floating over his palace with golden robes wrapped around his frame. The man’s hair shimmered like silver and hung to his ankles, and his skin was now young and firm. His mental image of himself clearly remained that of a man in his prime.

Nemesis, straightening his necks one by one, met the man’s gaze without fear. “I’ll be the last,” he promised in a voice like thunder. Then he continued in a more reasonable tone, saying, “You should have ascended to the heavens and continued the path… instead, you chose to linger in a world of mortals and act the part of a tyrant and tiny god. Did you truly think that no one would ever reach your level of power?”

Seemingly amused, the man laughed and raised one eyebrow. “And you think you’ve matched my power? Very well… let’s test your convictions.”

The mental landscape rumbled and the marble palace Nemesis had shattered upon his descent began to reform itself. Towering statues of the Immortal emerged all around Nemesis and reached for him. The dragon snorted in contempt and swung his tail in a long arc that shattered most of them.

A quick flex of his wings broke the rest, and then he was airborne. His powerful body hummed with might and Nemesis let his breath begin to charge in the back of each of his throats. The Immortal raised a hand and conjured a cloud of purple darts around his body. They spun, circling him to form a cyclone that began to spit energy blasts at Nemesis so fast he could barely see them coming.

Nemesis, however, knew that the bolts weren’t mana—they were simply manifestations of the Immortal’s mind. In this world the mind was key. He didn’t need mana to power his attacks, so there was nothing stopping him from opening the jaws of his green head and exhaling a huge cloud of acid to dissolve the attack before it could reach him.

What he willed to happen became reality.

The Immortal seemed surprised, but he rallied by sending the rest of the magical projectiles Nemesis’ way. The missiles swarmed from every direction, and there would be no way a normal dragon could counter them all. But Nemesis merely turned each head in different directions and let his breath sweep them from the sky.

While he did that, his wings flexed and sent him hurling through the air toward the floating figure of the emperor. The man’s robes shifted to armor and a long spear formed in his hand. His other arm manifested a round shield and he set himself to accept Nemesis’ charge head on. Nemesis could feel the strength of the Immortal’s will. Tempered by repeated tribulations, the man’s self-image was unshakable.

He's no barely sapient crocodile full of spiritual power. His mind is backed by an ancient soul and won’t be easy to damage. But somehow, I don’t think his imagination is equal to the task.

Moments before impact, Nemesis’ entire body dissolved into a cloud of darkness with five sets of glowing eyes floating inside. The cloud expanded and then looped around the armored Immortal. Predictably, the Immortal started to glow to push back to the darkness, but Nemesis merely absorbed that light into himself.

“There are no shadows without light,” Nemesis taunted. “Surely you can do better than that?” Fangs manifested and tore a chunk out of the Immortal’s calf. “Mmmm, were those memories of your childhood?” Another bite took a piece from the man’s shoulder. “Oh, so you were once in love? Pity you’ll never remember her face again…”

None of Nemesis’ bites did much to damage the Immortal’s sense of self. The man reformed his flesh each time and the countering swipes of his spear did hurt Nemesis, though the dragon didn’t let on. But the man’s lack of psionic protections meant that Nemesis could exercise his telepathy to the fullest.

So Nemesis continued swallowing bits and pieces of his enemy’s mental spark.

“Get back, you cursed thing!” the Immortal roared. This time the man flexed his willpower, and a force exploded outward from his body to send Nemesis flying away and dispersing the darkness surrounding him. Nemesis, however, didn’t require any specific mental image to anchor his sense of self—not anymore.

His draconic body reformed in a blink, and a blast of lightning slammed into the chest of the emperor while the man regained his balance. The Immortal staggered back in midair and threw his shield before him to deflect another blow, but Nemesis exhaled a cloud of ice that formed into a blizzard around them both.

Shards of jagged ice slashed across the man’s armor from every angle—each taking a tiny bit of his mental energy with it. “Cursed? I’m what you made of me,” Nemesis teased, mocking the figure before him. “You killed my mother. Your laws forced me to join the Scaleguard. Your greed made it clear that I had to hold myself back from advancing or die at your hand. You made me your enemy before I hatched from my egg.”

Acid. Flames. Lightning. Corrosive venom. Ice.

Constantly alternating attacks of elemental might that filled the air around the Immortal gnawed at the man’s willpower. Seizing the momentum, Nemesis allowed his body to split apart so five huge dragons were circling the man and constantly bombarding him.

“The empire is mine! You dragons think yourself superior simply because your bodies are born filled with mana. All you have to do is live in a cave to reach the height of the mortal realm! Why shouldn’t I make that power mine? Once Kolos was properly tamed, I knew I’d have no problem ruling over you arrogant lizards. All it took was the right spell and he never argued with me again.”

Nemesis roared in rage and the ground beneath their battle exploded into dust and fragments. The Immortal’s convictions on what his mental world should look like attempted to restore the representation of his empire, but Nemesis refused to allow it. The dragons turned their wrath on his precious palace and razed it to the ground.

Nemesis began absorbing the light from the sky and allowing darkness to swell across the heavens. “You maimed your own dragon and turned him into a pet?” the dragon hissed in outrage. “And then the pair of you started breeding the imperial dragons to be dumber and dumber. So you were intentionally trying to eradicate us?”

The Immortal laughed, and if Nemesis hadn’t had such keen awareness he might have believed the old man was truly unharmed by their ongoing battle. “Of course I did. Kolos was too smart by half, and I would have ended up serving him if I hadn’t. The human half of a bond is never as strong. You know that. But once I made my modifications, Kolos was more than happy to tie his core to my own. He’s an extension of my will now. No more.”

The darkness had completely dominated the sky by that point, and for the first time the cultivator seemed to realize there might be a reason Nemesis was blackening their surroundings. He raised his spear and released a brilliant light, but that illumination was swallowed by the velvety shadows all around them.

One by one, the dragons Nemesis had conjured into being faded, and then there was simply the darkness. The ground below was a charred ruin where soot matched the sunless sky in color. Nemesis imagined the darkness eating those bits of stone and statue and watched them sink into a sea of midnight.

“So proud of yourself for crippling a being far beyond you,” Nemesis announced, his voice seeming to echo from everywhere around the Immortal. “You’re a plague on this world. Warping the flow of mana to feed your empire with power it doesn’t deserve. Sitting like a spider in the center of your web and growing fat off prey you couldn’t have defeated in honest combat… Now I understand why. Because you’re just a parasite feeding off Kolos’ growth.”

The world around the Immortal had been reduced to an onyx sphere held back by the man’s glowing spear. The man’s expression shifted from confidence to ugly hatred as Nemesis pronounced his judgement, and he lashed out with thousands of spells in response. Each and every one hit the black and vanished. “You have no right to judge me!” the Immortal snarled. “You’re a child. My people gave you your foundation. We allowed you to grow. Dragons would be extinct if I hadn’t declared we leave a few alive for Kolos to feed on! You are nothing!”

“No,” Nemesis corrected gently. “I’m the All-Consuming Darkness.”

The sphere closed around the Immortal and the man screamed in agony as wisps of his mind peeled away and dissolved. His shield and spear went first. They dissolved into motes of light that took pieces of his soul with them. Then it was the armor he conjured around himself. He flailed, attempting to restore his world, but Nemesis refused to allow the mental constructs to take hold.

Nemesis devoured it all. Each and every expenditure of mental energy. When the Immortal’s arm struck the black, his hand dissolved, and that was what caused him to grow truly frantic. He kicked and spun, trying to find a way to escape the black shell around him. But no matter where or how he moved, he remained in the center of the void.

Because it was all Nemesis had left of his mind. The dragon closed in around him until nothing remained but the Immortal’s shrieking head. Then, Nemesis’s skull reformed in the darkness and fangs closed around the man with an empty clop that marked his destruction. Nemesis tore the mental spark free and consumed it.

Next came the harder task of pulling himself free of the hollow shell that had once been the most powerful cultivator in the Empire. Nemesis staggered, awareness of his body and his wounds suddenly returning. At some point, he’d returned to his draconic form in the real world.

He found the Immortal flat on his back beneath a paw and raised a toe to shove his claw through the figure’s head with a contemptible growl. But the battle had left him exhausted, and when he tried to push himself back to his feet he sagged onto his side instead. Nemesis realized his other front foot was missing, and there were burns all over his scaly frame.

He also realized his extra heads had faded during his fight with the Immortal—his mana having dropped too low to sustain them. What little energy he had left was going into closing off the injuries spread all across his bulk. He swung his head around to look for his lovers and saw that all of them were now engaged with Kolos.

The giant ruby dragon only had one functioning wing, yet he maintained his place in the sky through sheer power of his mana. Vines grew out of several of his injuries, and Nemesis saw wicked thorns carving into the beast’s muscles. Metal spikes filled both eye sockets and orange plasma sparked between the spears—each current causing the dragon to shudder in mid-air.

Waves of shadow flames continually swept outward from Kolos as the imperial dragon sought to burn the world and free himself from his tormenters. But spheres of golden light swelled into being to push back the flames—Talia’s fire, Nemesis realized, woven into defensive spells to keep the sky around them pure.

From within those bastions of light came other attacks. Persephone’s brilliant lances carved paths of destruction across dense scales. Kaia had harnessed the energy of her own breath and transformed it into arrows she fired from a bow made of pure mana. Harper swept down at the earth and pulled metal from the land to create new spears.

‘You’re all so beautiful,’ he praised. He was embarrassed at how tired his own mental voice sounded. ‘I could watch you all night… and I might have to at this rate.’

His teasing was met with a near-desperate laugh from Min. ‘Nemmy! You’re okay?’

‘Well, I’ve been better…’ he admitted.

‘You rest. We’ve got this,’ Harper promised. ‘You’ll be devouring this brute’s core in no time.’

‘Hey! What if I want to eat it?’ Persephone protested, even while she sliced free Kolos’ last wing and sent the huge dragon plummeting toward the ground.

‘Do you?’ Talia asked in genuine curiosity, ‘because it seems like it would be awful for your cultivation.’

‘Of course she doesn’t,’ Kaia interjected with a snort. ‘If anything, she should be begging to consume the Immortal’s body. All that arcane cultivation would enhance her spellcasting tremendously.’

‘Ooooh, you’re right. Nemmy, can I eat the Immortal?’ Talia asked quickly, not giving Persephone a chance to respond. ‘I want my spells to be more powerful!’

“What? No!” Persephone’s protest came out loud enough to shake the air as she forgot to use the telepathic link. “I need to eat him!”

The plains shook with the thunderous crash of Kolos slamming into the earth and Nemesis found himself momentarily bounced into the air. He let out a grunt of pain when he landed, but he did avoid squashing what was left of the Immortal’s form. He wrapped the body in his telekinesis and lifted it up onto his back so he wouldn’t have to worry about it.

‘Stop arguing,’ he grumbled, ‘You all know we grow in power together. Whoever advances from this fight is just going to share their gains with everyone else the next time we retire to bed.’

That caused a wave of amusement, eagerness, and affection to sweep through the mental link, and Nemesis did his best to send his confidence back at them. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe they could defeat Kolos—he had no doubt of that—he just wanted it over with so he could take a nap. He dragged his bulk up a slight rise and turned to see if he could keep track of the fight from his new vantage point.

Sadly, the plains weren’t exactly flat. That, or Kolos’ landing had caused a crater deep enough for the dragon to be hidden from his view. He could see his lovers shifting through the sky using their movement techniques, but all he saw of Kolos was flames that seemed to spread across the soil beneath them.

He debated tapping into Harper’s mind deeply enough to see through her eyes, but an ache in the depths of his skull convinced him he didn’t want to exert himself that much. Even maintaining the telepathic link was causing his head to throb.

But he’d be damned if he let that mental connection fade before he got to experience their jubilation at killing the Immortal’s maimed pet.


Chapter Thirty-Four


It took four days to finish Kolos off.

After they’d grounded him, the fight was pathetically simple… it was the sheer physical vitality and toughness of the ruby dragon that dragged it on. Kolos’ head actually started growing back several hours after they managed to severe it.

It wasn’t until they managed to burrow into the beast’s torso and tear his core free that Kolos’ body finally died. The plains around them had been reduced to a field of glazed ash and soot. Nothing was left alive on the desolate fields, and the fires had spread far enough that they’d reached Nemesis.

Fortunately, he’d been able to use his icy breath to keep the flames at bay until Talia could swing overhead and use her purification energy to create an oasis for him. All of them were exhausted, so Nemesis didn’t even protest when they’d worked together to drag his body over to Kolos’ corpse.

It had been more than a little humiliating, but he knew for a fact there was no one around to witness it. He’d tossed the Immortal’s body up for Persephone to eat, and then he’d joined the rest of them in gorging himself on the dead dragon. However, he had no intention of trying to swallow Kolos’ core until he’d restored his energy and healed the majority of his wounds.

If the immortal soul of a brain-damaged dragon tried to take over his body, Nemesis wanted to be ready to stomp it out of existence immediately. He wasn’t sure his ego could survive having to admit the maimed thing had even put up a fight.

They didn’t just eat Kolos, however, because the extended length of the fight had allowed Nemesis to soothe much of the pain in his mind. Which meant when they brought him over to the body, he was also able to use his telekinesis to help harvest parts of the body that they’d be able to use in crafting.

A small mountain of scales had survived, and Min was sure her master could create incredible armor from them. Harper, meanwhile, had drained buckets of blood for her alchemy. Kaia and Talia had harvested swaths of wing leather to convert into proper leather… or talisman parchment. Nemesis was amused to listen to them bicker over the issue.

Persephone, meanwhile, had claimed Kolos’ massive skull, fangs, and claws. She intended to inscribe them with formations that would ensure the Order of Nightshade always remembered the power of the group that had slain the huge dragon. She had plans for some kind of monument as well, but Nemesis couldn’t follow the inscriptions at all.

He just moved things when they asked him to, stored what he could in his ring, and ate until he felt his sides might burst. Truthfully, none of them were sure if they’d be able to take their equipment with them when they ascended… but making their plans gave them an excuse to hold off until they were healed up.

They took turns dozing, because the sheer volume of mana radiating off the corpse was sure to draw scavengers, and some of those might be quite powerful. Kaia harnessed a portion of that mana to create an inscribed beacon that would call Alecto and the sect to their location, but from what Nemesis remembered of the evacuation plans, their members were a long distance away in the wilderness.

But the heart of the message would be clear for any who stumbled across it. The Immortal is dead. Such a simple message, yet one guaranteed to reshape their world. The emperor hadn’t been the only titan refusing to ascend into the heavens, but he’d claimed the most terrain. Word would go out that those who lingered among the mortals were not unkillable…

How many of these cowardly godlings will fall now that we’ve reminded the world they’re not invincible? he wondered. The Immortal had an entire church based around his existence. His empire has existed for over a thousand years. Yet now he’s being digested in Persephone’s belly. To stop moving is to die. Once we’ve ensured Joat’s legacy, we’ll ascend… and keep ascending until there is nothing higher.

Nemesis’ sleepy thoughts were interrupted by Harper coming to drape herself against one of his horns. She was in her half-elven form and he could feel her fingers tracing along his skull. “I am so full,” she said with a half-concealed burp.

Letting out a rumbling laugh, Nemesis blew smoke from his nostrils. “That’s why you should just remain in dragon form until you’re done digesting all of this,” he reminded her. “But I’ll consider this vengeance for all the times you teased me about not wanting to shift after a big meal.”

Groaning, Harper let out another burp. “Okay, you’re right, I shouldn’t have teased you. It’s such a weird feeling. I feel like my stomach should be bulging but it’s not. Instead…”

She trailed off, but he finished the thought for her: “Instead it’s like your soul is bloated and if you shift wrong you’ll burst.”

“Yes!” she exclaimed, seemingly happy he could put the thought into words. “And there’s still so much meat on him. He really was huge.”

Nemesis shifted his head to look at the remains of Kolos. Even with the harvesting they’d done, there was still about three-quarters of his carcass left. Their items were stuffed nearly full, yet Kolos remained a small mountain of flesh waiting to be devoured.

“He was,” Nemesis agreed, “and we need to force ourselves to eat as much as we can. I’m almost certain we can ascend now, but the more power we pack in before we rise, the better off we’ll be.”

Harper fell silent for several moments, and if Nemesis hadn’t been able to sense the way her mind was whirling he might have thought she had fallen asleep. When she finally stirred, it was to plant a soft kiss on one of his scales. “You’re right,” she said softly. “As much as part of me is disgusted to be eating a dragon, the meat calls to the instincts my bloodline has given me. Kolos and his master were peak S-rank cultivators. Taking that power for ourselves is necessary.”

Nodding, Nemesis stretched out his neck and tore a fairly large chunk out of Kolos’ side. He caught a rib with his fangs, and it took a moment of twisting to wrench it free so he had something to gnaw on. He swapped to telepathy to avoid garbling his speech. ‘You’ll also need to see if you can refine your bloodline pills before we go. I want to leave several for Joat so she can continue to advance if she chooses… and I am curious to see if you girls can enhance yours further.’

Having ducked back to avoid being splattered by any gore from Nemesis fetching his meal, Harper let out a snort and gave him a playful smack on the top of his skull. “We can already transform into dragons, I’m not sure how you expect any of us to advance on that.”

‘Your souls, of course,’ he said with a thoughtful tone. ‘What if you melt down Kolos’ core and mix his blood with my heart’s blood? If you can transform your souls into true draconic spirits, then you’ll stop being such a runt.’

He couldn’t resist teasing her about her small form. She still hadn’t reached a size that reflected an S-rank dragon, though he was glad she didn’t look like a juvenile anymore. It had been creepy seeing his lover in the shape of a dragon barely larger than a hatchling.

Harper froze and turmoil surged all through her mind. He had a feeling he knew the source of that mental chaos, but he kept his mind off her thoughts. “You want me to use Kolos’ core? But his shadow flames matches two of your affinities. Don’t you think all that power would enhance you?”

The rib between Nemesis’ jaws cracked when he shifted it over to gnaw the meat off the back of it, and he took perverse enjoyment in the feeling of the splintering bone. ‘Of course it would. It would probably give me an incredible boost to my Physicality and my Defensive scores, to say nothing of Magic. But you’re all my hoard. If I can push you, Kaia, and Min into a higher state of being… then I’ve already enriched myself.’

He wasn’t sure why she was acting like his offer was so abnormal. Nemesis knew he was a generous and giving dragon. He’d already made plans to leave his treasure behind for Joat. He’d saved the entire sect from their own corrupt council and stupidity, then saved them again from the legions.

I am a very generous dragon. I mean, I am probably the most generous dragon in existence. I can’t imagine a single dragon that has done more for the world than I have. They’re lucky I’m so humble or I’d probably be insufferable. Constantly reminding them of how great I am. But no, I am kind and thoughtful. Truly an enlightened being.

While Nemesis had been contemplating his greatness, Harper had started speaking, so it took him a moment to focus on her words once more. “—not even sure we can use the core that way! We might destroy it, and then all that power could be lost! I’ll have talk to Persephone about form—”

Realizing that Harper had slid from protesting to planning her next alchemical triumph, Nemesis let his attention wander once more. He loved her, but he had no idea what she saw in all of her smelly chemicals. Yet her heart and mind were once more focused firmly on the matter at hand and he saw that all signs of confusion had faded. He considered that a job well done and went back to gnawing on his bone.

He'd just finished the rib and was working on pulling one of Kolos’ massive femurs free when he realized Persephone and Kaia were now on top of his head with Harper going on about the proper ways to convert the core to soul energy. He gently wrapped them all in his telekinesis and lifted them over to where Min was half asleep, a bit of tail dangling from her jaws.

With his head clear of passengers, he could finally finish ripping the leg free. He had to use one paw to hold it in place, and he found himself grateful his other leg had finished regenerating. Peeling back the scales with his sharp talons made the whole process easier, and he hated having to use a hind-leg to brace his food.

He almost purred when he finally cracked the bone and got to the marrow—only to have Talia suddenly appear in between his jaws and holding his tongue out of the way. “Wait! Don’t eat the marrow!” she cried.

“Vat, vy nut?” Nemesis was so surprised he tried to speak out loud despite her holding his tongue. It took him a moment to regain his wits and use his mind. ‘Why not? It’s delicious!’

“I know,” she said sympathetically while stroking his jaw. “But it’s also a prime ingredient in making potions that can boost Joat’s physical cultivation. Harper can use the marrow to create a series of treatments that will allow Joat to temper her body to match her bloodline… imagine how powerful she’ll be to have a full dragon’s strength in both forms.”

Nemesis let out a disgruntled sigh… but he also carefully pulled the thick femur out from between his teeth and floated it over to Harper. His lover absently began scooping the marrow into a storage device.

Talia jumped up until she was sitting on his muzzle and she stroked his nostril sympathetically. “I know. It does taste good… but this is the only leg left. Harper didn’t know she’d need it earlier.”

“It’s fine,” Nemesis said, firmly believing that he was not pouting. Not even when his own ears tried to claim he was. “I can still eat the ribs, right?” At Talia’s eager nodding, Nemesis tore another one free. Then, amused, he watched her shift into her golden form and dig her own head deep into Kolos’ torso to snag one for herself.

Nemesis curled his tail around hers while they gnawed on the bones together. Neither of them were eating particularly fast, but he knew Talia shared his determination to consume as much as possible before it went bad… and considering Kaia and Persephone had set up several formations to preserve the meat, they had time. He paused in his eating to look over at Talia, just admiring the lines of her neck.

“You’re egg heavy,” he noted. The faint bulge in her sides could have been mistaken for food, except it was too far back. He had grown to know Talia’s body well and recognized the difference. She glanced at him and preened, her neck rising into a beautiful S before she looked over herself.

“I am!” she confirmed. “I think Persephone is as well, but she hasn’t confirmed it.”

Nemesis let out a thoughtful noise and contemplated the silver dragon. Persephone’s wingless build was a bit harder to read. He’d never seen one of her shape pregnant, and part of him imagined the eggs running in a line and hiding their presence. It was a silly thought, but it was stuck in his imagination.

“Kaia was very mad at me when she realized it. The idea of something happening during the battle with Kolos horrified her,” Talia confessed, and Nemesis felt a chill run down his spine. For a moment, the air around him crackled with power and everyone paused in what they were doing. Talia nudged his head with her jaw and then bit his horn to snap him out of it.

With her shaking his head from side to side, he finally let out a laugh. “Okay, stop!” he demanded. “It just… hadn’t occurred to me until you said it that Kolos could have harmed the eggs.”

Talia let out a gentle puff of flame to wash over his face, then rubbed their jaws together. “You know that our mana encases the eggs in protections. Even if Kolos killed me, there’s a solid chance the eggs would have survived…”

She trailed off and he sensed a wash of guilt flow through her. He returned her nuzzling and curled their necks together for a moment. “Yes. I do know. Better than most. You’re right, the eggs would have been safe. But that doesn’t make me any less grateful that you are safe as well.”

The pair of them shared a moment, and after it had passed, Nemesis slid his rib over to her to make sure she got enough. The idea that she might lay a clutch of eggs before they left for the higher realm intrigued him. Would this world be a better place if they left their eggs behind to grow wild, or would the hatchlings be in danger from the sect?

He realized they’d have a lot to talk about before they rose to the heavens.


Chapter Thirty-Five


After three more weeks of eating, there was little left of Kolos but his gnawed-on skeleton. The area around them was once more teaming with life. Between the mana that radiated off the group and the energy released by Kolos’ death, the burned-out plain had become a good prospect for spiritual growth.

Many of the spirit beasts and most of the plants had migrated in from the lava fields. It started with insects and birds flying over to pick at the body any time Nemesis and the others had moved away from it. Those animals had brought fire aspect seeds that had begun growing rapidly in the fertile soil.

Once that cycle truly began, larger predators came to take advantage of the new area. Harper and Talia were the most insistent voices saying they needed to leave the small creatures alone, but it wasn’t a huge concern because Nemesis was far too full to care about eating such weak beasts anyway.

Truthfully, by the time the ecosystem had begun settling properly, Nemesis had started to worry he would be as round as Cambus. He and the others did one last sweep of the area, and then abandoned it all to fly back to the sect and see how the mountain had fared. Nemesis didn’t think Kolos’ attacks had spread far enough to touch the flying island, but he’d also missed a portion of the fight when he’d been battling the Immortal’s mind.

When they arrived, they found that the shadow flames had failed to reach the lava fields by several miles. The stretch of green between the molten lake and the burned land was evolving fast. The mana flowing through the two areas had created a strange border of shadow, earth, and fire. Nemesis might have been curious to see what came of it except… well… he really didn’t think he’d be in this area by the time something grew powerful enough to be worth hunting.

Nemesis chose to ignore the area after a few cursory glances and instead focused on the sect’s mountain. The cliffs along the lower edges seemed fine, and the waterfalls flowing off the edges appeared normal. The forests were just as dense as usual. Nemesis marked a few more-powerful spirit beasts, but given the mountain hadn’t been hunted in a bit over a month, that made sense.

By the time they reached the glaciers, he’d grown sure none of the city had taken any serious damage. Nemesis stoutly ignored the ice mammoths on his way to the obsidian cavern. When he drew closer to the cavern, the placid mana around their lair felt constricting, almost stifling to his expanded senses, but he pushed through it and led the others into their home.

“Why does it feel all… cramped in here?” Talia complained while they came in for a landing. Nemesis got himself comfortable and started unloading his storage ring for all of them, but he cocked his head and looked to Persephone.

Of all of them, he expected her to know the answer.

“It’s all about power levels. The stronger you are, the more you affect the mana around you. But we’ve spent most of a month devouring Kolos and feeling the mana pouring off his bones. Think of it like spending a long time standing in the wind. When you go back inside, something feels like it’s missing,” Persephone offered. “On top of that, we all gained in power through feasting and we’re probably a lot more sensitive to the mana around us now.”

Nemesis rolled his wings and shifted his hips until he was firmly settled on the treasure he’d left behind. His tail wrapped around himself and he curled his claws under himself to scratch his belly scales. Once he was lying down, he let his mana roll off of his body. The pressure of his personal energy hit the obsidian walls and ignited all the formations built into the glassy stone. Yet despite his aura, it did nothing to harm the stone.

“Nightshade and your father truly made some amazing inscriptions,” he rumbled with a sigh.

One by one the others tested their own auras, and each caused the symbols to glow from within the walls, yet not a single crack formed in the obsidian. Even when they released all self-control, the combined power merely hardened the material of their lair.

After so much time gorging, it was extremely hard for Nemesis to resist the temptation to simply sleep. The lengthy breaks they’d taken in eating had been required to digest all of the mana contained in Kolos’ flesh. Now that he knew he was in a place of absolute security, well, the desire to hibernate was immense. He saw the others struggling, and most of them transformed into their humanoid forms to resist it.

“I’m going to need help if I’m going to transform this core into a bloodline elixir,” Harper said, looking over at Persephone and Kaia. “Care to help set up the formations?”

“I’ll help,” Kaia said. “If we use the material we harvested from the wings to inscribe the spells, it should enhance the effects, right?”

“I think so,” Persephone added, “though I’m not entirely sure. But I’m going to work on my monument down near the plaza… and I’m taking Talia with me. We’re going to make the whole place gorgeous! Min, you don’t let Nemesis sleep too long. The lazy lump’s got some serious cultivating to do later.”

“Who are you calling lazy?” Nemesis demanded, slowly cracking his eye back open to stare at them. “I think I’ve earned a bit of sleep… Everyone wants a harem, but once you get one it’s nothing but work, work, work…”

Min let out a husky laugh and walked over to lean against his jawbone. “Don’t worry, Nemmy, you’ve earned a lot… and while all of these ladies strive to show the sect how magnificent you are and how amazing your legacy will be, well, I’ll be showing you how appreciative we are.”

Whatever they said after that, Nemesis didn’t hear. He simply slid into a deep sleep and felt the world fade away. When he woke, it was to the quiet sound of panting. His nostrils picked up the strong scent of Min, excited and eager. He could tell where she was without opening his eyes, because there was a warm spot on the middle of his muzzle.

Cracking open a crimson eye, he managed to focus his slit-pupil on her. She was nude, lying on her back, legs spread wide. One of her hands was cupping a heavy breast, squeezing and pulling on the mound while she pinched her nipple and tugged it upward. Her other hand was between her legs and three fingers were stirring more of that delightful scent into the air.

“I—I—I was r-right. I t-told Persephone this would, w-wake you up,” Min whispered cheerfully. Her hips hitched upward, and Nemesis saw the flex of her abdomen that signaled a climax. Not content to let her off that easily, he delivered a telekinetic slap to her free breast and pinched her ass at the same time. “F-f-fuck!” she squealed, her backside bouncing into the air.

“You didn’t think you could wake me up without a bit of punishment, did you?” he asked teasingly. Then he delivered several rapid spanks against her ass to keep her from dropping it down. He purposefully shaped the mental energy into a long, wide paddle to catch both cheeks at once.

“I had to!” she said, still coming down from her climax. “They need you for the ritual and wanted you to wake up in the right mood!”

The explanation made him curious, but with that enticing smell thoroughly filling his nostrils, Nemesis found it hard to redirect his attention. Psionic bonds dragged Min’s arms up over her head and pinned the back of her wrists together. He caused a mental force to invade her sex, stretch her ass, and open her lips all at once. The way she gurgled and squirmed was entrancing. He shifted a bit of his focus to mash her breasts together and bend her spine up into an arch that showed them off wonderfully.

“Well, I’m certainly in a mood,” he said, all while floating her up into the air. He transformed into his elven form and stretched. He was thoroughly aroused now and had just started to spin her into position where he could do something about that when a voice called from behind him.

“Nemmy! Not yet, we need your essence for the ritual,” Harper said. He turned his head to look at her and saw that she was nude as well, painted with crimson glyphs, and had her hair bound up into a tight bun on the back of her head.

The entire thing lent her a savage air… and did nothing to inspire him to calm down. Harper let out a squeak at being picked up and floated toward him. He was careful not to smudge the paint, since it was obviously some kind of temporary inscription, but he wanted a closer look at her.

“Don’t you dare!” she warned. “We’ve spent weeks setting up this ritual to maximize the bloodline formula. Now we just need you to join us in the ritual and then you can go as wild as you want!”

Nemesis wasn’t giving Min a chance to talk, and he decided against opening a telepathic link. While he could ask Harper, it was more fun to gag her as well. He started causing her nipples and clit vibrating with his mind while walking toward them. Then he slipped straight past them and strode down the hall that led to the bedrooms.

“I can smell alchemical potions, so I assume it’s this way?” he asked. The muffled noises they produced amused him, but that didn’t stop him from ramping up the way he was tormenting them.

These women, he thought to himself. I go to sleep for a few weeks and they set up all sorts of strange sex rituals with body paint and alchemy. What’ll it be like when we’re gods? Am I going to take a nap and come back to find an entire civilization founded around me?

He let his mind stretch out and sensed the mental sparks of Talia, Persephone, and Kaia down the hall. That gave him all the guidance he needed to confirm he was on the right path. With that settled, he started a mental presence sliding in and out of both Harper’s holes; he’d been giving Min that treatment since he’d picked her up, so for her he simply increased the tempo.

When he arrived at what should have been the giant’s bedroom, he found the room had been coated in prepared leather from Kolos’ wings. The floor, ceiling, every wall, and even the doorway. Those leather panels had inscriptions carefully burned along their surfaces to form a repeating pattern. Nemesis noted delicate stitching to connect all the leather into a single piece and recognized that as Talia’s handiwork.

Braided leather formed rope that suspended a cauldron in the center of the room, and located in the epicenter of the pattern was a looping ring of interconnected lines forming a maze that made his head swim. The heavy scent of herbs, blood, and chemicals originated within that cauldron.

The ritual components were elaborate, but what Nemesis found baffling was that each of his lovers was painted with matching symbols in paint that had clearly been mixed with blood. Persephone stared at him, hands on her hips, then pointedly looked behind him at Min and Harper.

“You know we still have to paint Min for this,” she pointed out, “and it’s rude to start without everyone else.”

Cocking his head, Nemesis ran mental ‘fingers’ down her body and brushed them upward between her legs to make the silver dragon shudder. “Jealous?” he asked. She let out a huff of annoyance, prompting Talia to giggle.

Kaia, meanwhile, appeared to be taking all of this far more seriously. Then again, she was the one holding a jade pot with paint and a silky brush in her hands. “Nemmy,” she said with exasperation. “You’re going to have to hold Min very still, because if these sigils aren’t perfect it could ruin the whole process.”

“I can do that,” he replied, a smile spreading across his lips. Min let out a squawk when he yanked her body vertical and held her completely immobile. Harper, he set down next to Persephone and released from his psionics.

“Brat,” she teased, reaching out to poke him with the tip of her finger. “Now I have to get the cauldron prepared.” Harper turned her back on him with a snort and sat down cross-legged on the ground. She placed a hand on either side of the cauldron and began channeling mana through it.

Looking from Kaia painting Min to Harper prepping her potion, Nemesis let out a sigh. “I was promised I’d get to go wild,” he complained. “This is looking an awful lot like a long, boring ritual that is going to take forever.”

Talia came over and dropped down until her knees were almost touching the ground. She balanced on the balls of her feet with her ass on her heels, then she tilted forward to start running her tongue along his cock. “ Don’t worry, I can help with that,” she purred. With her brilliant eyes staring up at him, Nemesis carefully reached out to brush a thumb along her cheek.

“Well…” he began, then cleared his throat when she suddenly closed her lips around his cock and started sucking. “T-th-that is a start.” Talia’s face was free of runes, so there was nothing stopping him from running his hand along her cheek to cup the back of her head. She gladly bobbed, taking him down into her throat again and again before she returned to her languid licking.

“We have to keep your blood pumping hot,” Talia whispered. “I hope you can forgive Harper, because she’s going to need to extract a bit more of your heart’s blood for this. We don’t want Kolos to be the elixir’s progenitor.”

Shuddering, Nemesis shook his head. “We certainly don’t,” he growled. “In fact, if there’s a chance of that then maybe we should skip th—”

“No, there’s no chance of that,” Persephone said. While Kaia was painting Min, Persephone had been closing up the door flap and stitching it shut. She followed Talia’s markings precisely, and soon there were no exposed openings thicker than threads. “Part of this setup is ensuring that every identifying bit of that bastard’s soul is converted to raw power. The rest is going to get changed to match yours.”

“Match mine?” he asked, confused. Though part of that confusion stemmed from how Talia’s head had truly begun to bob and his thoughts had gotten very cloudy. “H-h-how?” Talia, frowning around his cock, started sucking faster like she was trying to rob him of speech entirely.

“We all have links to your soul,” Persephone said, slowly lowering herself to kneel next to Talia. “We just used a few rituals to take advantage of our bonds to define the shape of you. Now, are you going to keep asking questions or will you finally let us worship you?”

Looking down when Persephone’s tongue flicked out to trace his ridges opposite Talia’s, Nemesis decided to stop asking questions.


Chapter Thirty-Six


There were rewards to going with the flow, Nemesis realized. Persephone and Talia eagerly kept him occupied while Min was painted and Harper focused on pouring her mana into the cauldron suspended in the center of the room. Currents of energy flowed between them and Nemesis felt the leather surrounding them start absorbing that power.

The gradual ignition of the formations cast the chamber in a crimson light, though each time Persephone swirled her tongue around the head of his cock the light pulsed to a bright blue. It was like Nemesis’ own pleasure was shifting the enchantments.

Of course, that’s the point, he realized. They’re tying this to me so it can all come together into a central ritual.

He shouldn’t have felt so proud at making that connection, but given Talia had started taking him down her throat to the root, well… he was distracted. Each time the gold dragon swallowed him down, Persephone pouted and planted kisses along his thigh and hip to remind him she was still there.

He stroked her hair, remembering a similar situation when he’d stopped and she’d bitten his thigh. She flicked her eyes at him, repeatedly looking around, and it took him a second to realize she was trying to speak to him telepathically. ‘Yes?’ he asked.

‘Finally!’ she said, pouting at him while running her tongue along his sack. ‘You need to link all our physical sensations. The ritual will be enhanced if everyone is climaxing together, so if you temporarily bind our bodies, we can all enjoy everything.’

Expanding his telepathy to the group, Nemesis sent, ‘Persephone is telling me to link all your bodies so you can all enjoy your pleasures together. I seem to remember getting yelled at the last time I did that. Is there anything I should know about this ritual?’

‘Hey, I’m trustworthy!’ Persephone protested. She had his testicle in her mouth, so he was glad she chose not to nip in retaliation. He rewarded her with his fingers scratching the top of her head, though he did have to shift the hairs to avoid mussing her bun.

‘In this case she is,’ Kaia said in a dry mental voice. ‘She’s absolutely right. Harper’s going to need you to release your first load into her cauldron, and then we’ll need to cultivate into a six-way climax to truly set off the ritual.’

While Nemesis was able to resist snorting at Kaia’s phrasing, Talia wasn’t. Her throat spasmed around his cock while she struggled to hold back her laughter, and Persephone’s subsequent giggle vibrated his balls.

‘Not how I’d have said it, but she’s not wrong. We’re going to add your heart’s blood and your semen to the potion, as well as our combined soul energy to eradicate any residual influence from Kolos’ core.’ Harper’s explanation made perfect sense, yet Nemesis found himself disappointed in how calm she sounded. He stroked the gap between her thighs with mental fingers and heard her squeak in surprise.

‘C-c-can I move yet?’ Min demanded. Given Nemesis had never actually stopped tormenting her while holding her pinned in place for Kaia, he was impressed she managed to get out a coherent response. He linked her to Harper, and his dark-haired lover immediately flinched in pleasure and let out a low moan.

‘Soon,’ Kaia promised, though Nemesis noticed she hadn’t actually painted anything on Min for several moments. He linked them next and Kaia twitched, shooting him a glare before starting to rub her thighs together.

Nemesis smirked at her, then began running mental hands over Talia and Persephone. He was careful to avoid smudging their paint, though the more energy flowed into the symbols the less physical they seemed to be. Nemesis studied one for a moment and realized they were starting to fade into Persephone’s body.

With the link in place, each woman moaned in unison when Nemesis nimbly twisted Persephone’s nipples. He pulled upward and she arched her back in response. The move was resisted by the sensation of pressure rubbing against her thighs, then between them. When he parted her folds and let his telekinesis fill her, she let out a sharp cry.

Talia, dedicated to his cock, suddenly leaned back and panted. “He’s ready,” she whispered out loud. “Into the cauldron!” The reminder was probably required, because Nemesis had been paying more attention to her bruising lips than his own throbbing shaft. But she ensured he came with a last languid lick from root to tip.

Catching that release with his mind and ensuring every drop landed in the cauldron was child’s play, even while tormenting the women. But nothing prepared Nemesis for the energy in the room to suddenly spiral and pulse. Every trace of red vanished; the sigils suddenly turned black and seemed to absorb the light around them; the cauldron itself glowed with an unquenchable aura of all colors and none.

With that blazing piece hovering in the middle of the room, Nemesis felt his connections to the women deepen beyond his comprehension. “Now, Nemmy, now! Make us cum!” Harper yelled. There was effort in her voice, and he sensed her mana straining to hold the ritual in place.

But she wasn’t the only one struggling. Each woman had gone rigid with tension as their mana poured out like water into the formations around them. To Nemesis it was like their minds were orbiting him while their bodies became locked pillars—pieces of the inscriptions they’d written for this very moment.

Nemesis stretched out with his mind and pulled Harper’s mind to him. One of his legs hooked around her, and he impaled her on his cock. The half-elf moaned and wrapped her ephemeral arms around his neck. Their lips met, and pure emotion poured between them.

At the same time, Min’s mental presence was bent over and yanked back against him. He’d clasped her heavy breasts in his strong hands and begun to slam into her mentally with a voracious desire. The athletic blonde was silently screaming, her lips open while her consciousness fell into primal bliss.

Kaia’s consciousness was pinned to the floor, helpless, while he ravished her and she struggled for freedom. But the pleasure building within her transcended physical bliss. Her real body broke out into a fine sweat and her muscles trembled, unable to move in response to what her mind experienced.

Tumbling in midair was the mind spark of Talia—her noncorporeal legs wrapping around his hips while she served him with slow, sensual twists of her hips. She rose and fell in a graceful pattern, constantly running her hands over her own body to display herself for him. Her golden hair drifted like a streak of flame to glitter off her scales.

As for Persephone, well, Nemesis took her into his arms and claimed her lips for a soft kiss. The silver dragon was physically lifted into the air and lowered onto his cock while he lightly guided her legs around himself. One of his hands clasped an ass cheek, the other held the back of her neck like she was a kitten. And then he began to guide her body up and down along his own.

While he was all for making love to the minds of his partners, Nemesis saw no reason not to bury himself in one of them. It didn’t seem to disrupt the ritual—in fact, the strange black light of the symbols appeared to match his rhythm. The cauldron was a counterpoint. All that shimmering energy swelled in time with the pleasure building in his partners.

Spirals of mana surged between them, and it was like the night sky was trying to form in the chamber with them—the darkness and the light battling for supremacy, yet working in perfect unison. Persephone regained some of her mobility and dug her nails into the back of his head. Her slender fingers fisted in his hair and she started pushing herself to go faster.

Each time she took him to the hilt, the women moaned together.

His thumb rubbed the slender lines of her neck to keep her head close, and Nemesis allowed his tongue to invade her lips. Persephone sighed into his mouth. Their eyes locked; the silver dragon rose and fell like the tide. She never allowed their gaze to break, and something about that intimate connection made it easier to channel what the other women were feeling.

Balancing that connection took effort, however, and that slowed down Nemesis’ own rise to climax. He suspected that was part of the plan, because one by one each of his lovers began to whisper ‘Together’ in their minds, controlling the pace. He wasn’t sure which one was acting to coordinate the ritual—the lines in their identities seemed blurred by the links.

Sparkling streams of energy ran from each woman into the cauldron, dotted with tiny lights that resisted the darkness. The black symbols leaked darkness into the air to form a blanket of midnight through which those shimmers passed. The mind sparks of his lovers surged and seemed to resemble suns. As their cores pulsed, Nemesis swore he could see planets floating in the emptiness.

And around himself was a vast blackness through which five huge spheres circled. They burned with intense power, yet the orbs shared that power readily with each woman. Nemesis felt something in the ritual snap into place and didn’t need to be told they’d reached a critical point. His fingers dug into Persephone’s ass and he took control of her movements.

The slender dragon flew along his cock. She rose and fell, impaled on his shaft while he pushed her out of her body and into the same psionic plane as the others. Their consciousness hovered over that strange power like giants, and once Persephone tumbled to join them, a river of silver light poured out to enhance all the other colors.

Her head fell back and a scream rose from her throat when she came. Each woman, still paralyzed by their magic, screamed as well. Nemesis felt that wellspring of power surge into him, hit his cock, and force him to erupt deep into Persephone. The detonation of power struck the leather-covered walls, and those black symbols reversed to beam glorious light into the chamber.

The cauldron flashed and turned black to suck in each and every iota of power. The cauldron itself seemed to crumble and vanish into the darkness. The inscribed coverings crumbled and faded into sparkling dust, which was then drawn into the void. Nemesis shuddered while reality struggled to contain what they’d summoned.

A solitary crack sounded, and then everything went silent.

Persephone collapsed against him and Nemesis quickly grasped that she’d passed out from pleasure… in fact, all of his lovers had passed out. He moved to set Persephone down and his head swam to the point he nearly fell. It took all of his concentration to lower himself to one knee just so he didn’t drop her.

The inky point in the center of the room had ceased to draw in power and Nemesis felt it craving something. There was a presence to the energy that called to him. He sliced his chest with his telekinesis, making a slim incision that penetrated down to his heart. A tiny prick later, a single bead of viscous blood was released.

He floated that sanguine drop out and guided it into the void. When the two met, the midnight point seemed to writhe and then relax. It transformed into an ebony fluid that would have fallen to the ground if he hadn’t caught it with his telekinesis. He held it suspended, marveling at the power radiating off of it, then realized he had a problem.

“Well… what the hell do I do with you?” he muttered.

He glanced at Harper, but she was snoring. Like the others, the inscription paint on her was gone. She looked fine, if exhausted, and aside from a fine sweat covering her body, there wasn’t anything that indicated she’d exerted herself and wasn’t simply napping.

He turned in a circle and found that nothing remained in the room but the obsidian walls and their bodies. A tiny split in the obsidian floor directly under the elixir had him wondering just how powerful this stuff was. But since he didn’t know what to do with it, he carefully kept it hovering where it had formed.

Moving slowly, he came to stand next to Harper and started nudging her with his foot. “Hey. Hey. Hey! Wake up,” he whispered. “What do I do with your goo?” It took several repetitions before she stirred, but when her eyes snapped open she was instantly alert.

“Did we lose it!” she asked, suddenly frantic. Nemesis crouched and put a hand on her shoulder to keep her from jumping up. Given where she’d been seated, the mixture was floating above her head and he didn’t want her to shove her face into it.

“No, at least I don’t think so… but it’s shockingly mana dense and I’m getting bored holding it up here. Do you have a bottle or som—” He didn’t even finish his question before she’d flipped over and crawled out from under the elixir on her stomach. She shot out of the room in a naked streak that was quite entertaining to watch.

When she came back in, she had a tray of alabaster jars. They were tiny things, though each radiated mana to mark how powerful their inscriptions were. She looked anxiously from him to the bottles. “Can you portion it into these?” she asked.

Confused to why she thought that would be hard, Nemesis exerted his mind and the liquid smoothly shifted to start filling each of the tiny bottles. Honestly, this stuff reacts to my will so easily I’m not sure I’d even need telekinesis. He glanced at Harper and decided not to speak that thought. She looked so nervous he was afraid she might pass out if he took any risks with her creation.

She embedded a black crystal cork into each bottle when it was full, then carefully wound silk ribbons around the entire thing. It took them several minutes to get it all done because she kept stopping him to check on the finished bottles. But once it was done, she visibly relaxed.

“Persephone was right. We created divine potions,” she said.

Nemesis had to scramble to catch her, her tray, and all the elixir bottles when she suddenly passed back out.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Alecto arrived at their lair before any of the others woke up. Nemesis had been dozing when he heard the gong outside their cavern. He’d secured the elixirs in his storage ring and found the device wouldn’t accept anything but those bottles. It was like their combined pressure filled the entire space.

Nemesis could tell it was Alecto because he sensed her fervent worship all the way down in the depths of the lair. The sensitivity of his mind had increased markedly, so he used that to determine she wasn’t alone. She had Po Ri with her… and Joat.

It was the presence of his chosen daughter more than anything that stirred him to actually get up and start the process of sliding his way out of the pile they’d been sleeping in. Persephone was coiled around the group, with Talia draped half on top of her. The others were in their natural forms, and while they’d been asleep on his back, Nemesis carefully floated them over to enjoy Talia’s warm scales instead.

It wasn’t easy to get out from under Talia’s neck or Persephone’s tail, but he managed through judicious use of shadow mana and telekinesis. He actually shifted into his elven form and used his mind to lift him up and out of the obsidian sphere to land on the ledge of the tunnel mouth.

Only then did he return to his draconic form, then took his time walking out to greet his waiting guests. He was pleased to see that Joat was bouncing from foot to foot, and nothing Alecto could do stopped the girl from suddenly blitzing him to slam face first against his scaled leg. He used his mind to cushion her impact so she didn’t harm herself with the energetic greeting.

“Easy, easy Joat. You don’t want to break your face on my scales. I’ve only gotten tougher since you left,” he teased. She responded by bouncing a fist off his leg.

“You made me leave!” she shouted. Nemesis regarded her with a single crimson eye and gently combed telekinetic fingers through her blood-red hair to brush it back from her face. After a second she flushed, then lunged forward to hug his leg. “I was worried about you.”

“I know,” he said, voice soft. He carefully lowered himself onto his belly and brought his head down so she could reach it without having to jump. He made no effort to force her to release his leg, but the moment she got the chance to clamber onto his head and hug one of his smaller skull spikes, she took it. “But I couldn’t have tolerated if anything had happened to you…”

Joat sniffled, and he pretended he didn’t see the tears running down her cheeks. Her earnest affection hit him more than he wanted to admit, but he knew she was a proud young woman. He didn’t want to embarrass her, so instead, he turned his attention to the leaders of the sect.

Alecto slammed a fist to her heart the moment she saw him staring, and Po Ri dropped his head into a bow that saw his forehead touch the ground. The pair looked… tired. “Was the journey hard?” he asked.

Lowering her fist, Alecto nodded her head slowly. “While efforts were made to clear the evacuation area to protect our people, some of the stealthier spirit beasts escaped detection. The presence of so many cultivators drew many of them to our camps. We’ve been fighting hard for the past several weeks to keep everyone safe.”

Nemesis flicked his gaze to Po Ri and said, “I assume those who survive are growing stronger as a result?”

The swordsman flushed, obviously not thrilled with the observation, but he had always been an honest man. “Yes, Patriarch. Those who complain have been reminded of the founding philosophy of the sect. Now, even the crafters are starting to fight for their lives. It has been made clear that people will have to guard themselves on the way should we journey back to the sect.”

The dragon rumbled. “Protect the children… and welcome those strong enough to make it home to reclaim their city. The Immortal and Kolos are dead. We managed to keep the battle to the plains beyond the lava fields. You’ll find the area greatly changed. All the land between the lava and the foothills burned under Kolos’ fire. The dragon’s bones lay out there for any who care to try and claim them.”

Alecto’s eyes ignited with zealous fire, so Nemesis carefully layered a shield between their minds. She was still a bit much… and knowing he’d killed the Immortal had clearly pushed her faith in him to even greater heights.

“What other orders do you have for the sect, Patriarch?” she breathed, practically panting to hear more of his wisdom. Nemesis noticed the look Po Ri shot her and had to resist giving the man a pat on the shoulder.

Sorry, Po Ri, he mused, you’re going to have to adjust to how your lover is never going to focus on anything like she does on me. I’d change it if I could, but that’s one brain I have no desire to dip into.

Though… Nemesis could feel an odd ephemeral strength flowing from Alecto and into him, now that he stopped to let himself sense the mana flows. It wasn’t quite mana, but he had no idea what else to call it.

Joat shifted on his head, which reminded Nemesis that Alecto was waiting for orders. He cleared his throat noisily, then said, “Yes, well, the sect must grow stronger. We preserved the mountain, but the sect’s own policies have weakened it greatly. The beasts on your floating mountain have been kept weak and manageable by overhunting. If you truly wish to grow in power, then you’ll either need to constantly bring in new sources of spirit beasts… or let those here grow in strength and face them without numeric advantage. The sect is lesser than it could be because they grew comfortable in their city with their safe source of power. This trip through the wilderness should serve to remind them where true power comes from. Don’t let them forget in the future.”

It was Po Ri’s turn to clear his throat, and he tentatively asked, “Are you… not remaining behind, Patriarch?”

“No,” he answered bluntly. “We waited for your return because we wanted to spend more time with Joat before we ascended. My daughter is my priority for the moment. I’ll be devoting time to her, and then we’re going to rise to the heavens. I refuse to be complacent and allow anything to stop my path to power.”

“You… stayed for me?” Joat asked, her voice small.

Nemesis telekinetically wrapped her in a hug and floated her down to where he could stare straight at her with his huge eyes. “I told you I would make sure you were safe… and that included a real goodbye. You and I are going to spend some time with your mothers, then we’ll be waiting for you in the heavens. Once we’re gone… it’s up to you to grow strong enough to come catch up to us.”

Joat started crying again, so Nemesis brought her in close to let her crush her face to his muzzle. He knew it would be hard on her, but he also truly believed this was the best for her. She’d know that they were waiting for her, and it would give her motivation to grow in power. He had faith that she’d rise to the challenge.

Alecto started to speak, but stopped when Po Ri put his hand on her shoulder. The two exchanged glances, then bowed together and left. Nemesis watched them move over the glaciers and could tell they were heading back toward the city. Once they were far enough away that their thoughts weren’t clear to him, he returned his full attention to Joat.

“Now, your moms are sleeping. So how about you and I spend some time playing in the snow?”

The girl offered him a timid smile, but it turned into a shriek when a levitated snowball dropped down the back of her robes. “That’s cheating!” she screamed. She wiggled out of his mental grip and jumped down to the ice to pick up the biggest chunk she could. Nemesis made no effort to dodge when the small boulder of snow bounced off his scales.

Summoning the faintest hint of ice mana from his cores, Nemesis reached up with a claw and closed one of his nostrils. Then he exhaled through the other in Joat’s direction. The air that burst forth was full of tiny ice crystals and cold winds that picked the child up and tossed her about before dropping her into a snowbank dozens of feet away.

She was still yelling at him, only now she was incoherent with giggling. Her hair had frozen into a streak of red out behind her and she was doing her best to get it to fall flat. Of course, her efforts might have been more successful if she wasn’t also trying to pack a snowball with her other hand. Nemesis took the time she was distracted to make a half-dozen of his own projectiles and begin truly pelting her.

“Mind powers are cheating!” she yelled again, still determined to call him out for his greater strength. Nemesis simply let out a rumbling laugh while he crept forward with his belly to the ice.

“It’s not my fault you’re so small! Grow stronger, fight back! Let’s see what you can do…” he growled in fake menace. She responded by throwing a snowball with perfect accuracy and hitting him right in the center of his eye.

It didn’t hurt, but it certainly caused him to blink and let out an undignified squawk. That was victory enough for Joat. She bent down and gathered huge handfuls to start crafting more weapons. A huff of heated air from his jaws thawed her hair enough to fall, and she winked at him, then threw snow into his nostril.

“Gah! No fair going for the weak points!” he said, pretending to pout and cover his face with his clawed paws. Joat, cackling wildly, continued doing her best to hit him in the eyes and nose while he tried to hide them. He could have closed his eyes at any moment, but he didn’t want to deny her fun.

Though every time she got too cocky, he blew her into a new snowbank. She started taking that in stride, and before he knew it she was actually developing a movement technique to let her control those gusts. Or at least, she could control how she landed so she was always on her feet when she came down.

The pair were at it for hours, and eventually it was Harper who found them. She stood over Joat with an amused smile on her lips and her hands crossed over her chest. “What are you two doing?” she asked in exasperation.

Given that Joat was basically wearing a robe so coated in snow and ice that she looked like a round caricature of a human, Nemesis wasn’t surprised Harper shot him a look that hinted he’d gone a bit far. In his defense, Joat was only turning a little blue and a blast of his hot breath got rid of all the frost immediately.

It even dried her off!

Joat pouted, but then she dove forward to give Harper a hug. It was one that was swiftly returned, and the trio then made their way back inside. Nemesis pushed more fire mana into his scales so he was radiating a solid heat while they walked. By the time they’d reached the tunnels, Joat had ceased shivering entirely.

From the approving glance Harper shot him, it seemed he had made the right call. The two humanoids were engaged in a conversation that involved a lot of talk about meridians, mana affinities, core formation, and spiritual purity, so Nemesis tuned it out and left Joat in Harper’s capable hands.

He let them get a bit ahead of him, then transferred to his elven form so he could dress himself in a nice robe. Once he was decent, he caught up and pulled Joat over so he could hug her other side. The girl refused to let go of Harper, so they ended up walking as a trio until they reached the ledge.

Harper, however, stopped Joat from diving over the side to slide the way she normally would. “Use this,” Harper said. Then she produced a polished metal disk nearly five feet wide. The bowl-shaped thing was inscribed for durability, and Nemesis felt it had been crafted of a powerful spirit metal. “It’ll keep you from tearing your clothes.”

Staring at the implement with huge eyes, Joat balanced on the edge of the tunnel, got her knees settled in the middle of the disk, then shoved herself off. Her scream of joy echoed through the massive chamber and seemed to travel weirdly. But Nemesis knew that was because the child was zooming around the outer perimeter in rapid spirals.

“How long have you had that?” he asked Harper. He’d never seen the disk before, and it definitely wasn’t some kind of modified shield. If he didn’t know better, he’d have guessed that the thing had been made specifically to help someone slide.

Harper flushed, then shrugged. “Just something I asked the blacksmith to make a few weeks back when I saw how much Joat liked sledding,” she offered. “It’s not like you’d ever tell her not to… and look at how much fun she’s having.”

They peeked over the edge together and Nemesis extended a light telekinetic touch on the girl to ensure that Joat didn’t fly off her sled. She was flashing round and round at speeds that would probably have caused her to black out if she’d had a lesser cultivation level.

“It does look fun,” he agreed. “Wonder if she’ll let me have a turn?”

Harper looked over at him, then snorted in amusement. He wasn’t sure why she was laughing until she pulled out a second disk. Nemesis stared at it, looked back at her, then grabbed the disk. “Have fun, Nemmy,” she said fondly.

He almost didn’t hear her, because he’d already thrown himself over the edge of the tunnel mouth. The sled struck sparks off the obsidian and he had no problem using his telekinesis to keep himself firmly centered. That little trick also prevented him from spinning in circles, which he noticed Joat was doing when he zoomed past her.

“Race you to the bottom!” he yelled.

“You cheeeeeaaaaaaatttteeerrrrr!” the girl wailed when she caught side of him flying ahead. She had to spit her own hair out after a particularly wild spin had wrapped her crimson locks around her face and sucked them into her mouth.

His booming laughter drowned out her protests as he flew down into darkness.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


Their energetic arrival was met with expressions of amusement when Nemesis found all of his lovers waiting at the bottom—Harper included—with a picnic table set up on the gold piles so they could eat a warm meal together.

Though, that did confuse Nemesis. “Where did we get the food weak enough for Joat to eat?” he asked. His daughter shot him a look and kicked him in the ankle. Nemesis reached out and ruffled her hair.

“I’m not weak!” she protested. “I’m just not an old monster like you!” The fact she stuck her tongue out at him at the end had the women at the table giggling, and Nemesis did his best to keep his face smooth to avoid laughing himself.

“Of course, how silly of me,” he agreed. “What I meant to say was… where did we get food so well suited to feeding our growing prodigy here?”

Min, who had been setting out trays of skewered meats and vegetables, grinned at him. “I have been saving a storage bag here at the lair with food suitable for Joat for some time now. Harper mentioned a certain melon, and I decided it would be a good idea to keep stuff on hand so you didn’t give her random spirit-beast flesh.”

Letting out a huff, Nemesis sat down and pulled Joat onto the bench next to him. “That only happened once,” he pointed out. Though when Harper raised an eyebrow, he clarified, “The melon thing. Yes, I… might have given Joat some strong meat from time to time, but it’s good for her!”

“Not if you strain her meridians,” Kaia pointed out while distributing the plates. Nemesis could have done it all telekinetically, but he had learned that his lovers enjoyed these moments of mortality.

“Yeah, Dad, not if you strain my meridians!” Joat sassed. Nemesis squinted at her and she quickly looked away, then started eating one of the skewers while making appreciative noises for Min’s cooking. Nemesis let himself chuckle this time and shook his head.

“I spoke with Alecto and gave her my opinions on what direction the sect should take,” he said. “As far as I’m concerned, our remaining time is for Joat. From the sounds of it, the rank and file will take some time moving through the jungles to get back to the mountain. If you still want to have parts from Kolos crafted into something, we’ll have to wait for them.”

“That’s fine,” Persephone said with a shrug. “Joat can help me pick out a name for my baby.”

The silence was deafening, though it only lasted a few seconds. Nemesis was fairly certain that it was actually Harper who let out the first squeal of joy, but after a moment all the women—Joat included—were shrieking and congratulating the woman.

With Persephone’s declaration came a flood of admissions. Each and every one of his lovers was pregnant. Nemesis found himself squinting at them, waiting for them to calm a bit before he asked, “I knew Talia was carrying eggs, but how is it all of you are pregnant at the same time?” It was impossible for him to keep the suspicion out of his voice.

I know I am not the most versed in mammalian anatomy, but I am sure this isn’t normal. Granted, we haven’t practiced any of the mundane methods to guard against it… but cultivators can generally choose whether they conceive or not. Did they plan this ahead of time?

Harper cleared her throat and reached across the table to take his hands. “With Kolos and the Immortal dead, we thought it was a good time to have children. We can give birth—”

“Or lay our eggs,” Talia interjected eagerly. Then the gold dragon motioned for Harper to continue.

“We can give birth before we ascend, and our children will be safe on this world,” Harper finished.

Nemesis frowned, because… “But then I won’t get to see them,” he protested. Everyone blinked at him and he shook his head. “I can’t remain on this world for much longer. I don’t know how the others resisted the temptation to ascend, but for me it is a constant pressure in the back of my head. Can’t you feel it? The drive to rise? To continue growing in power?”

“We do…” Kaia said, speaking slowly. “But starting a family in a whole new world where we won’t be safe… that’s a scary thought.”

Looking from one to another, Nemesis saw a divide in his lovers. Persephone and Talia displayed no anxiety at the idea of laying their clutches in the heavens. It was his darling riders who showed fear. He squeezed Harper’s hands back, then took a deep breath.

“Yes. The idea our children wouldn’t be safe is frightening. But it is also a powerful motivation to grow in power. This world we’re leaving behind isn’t going to be safe just because we’re powerful. We just proved that those of our rank can be killed… and there is an entire empire who’ll crave vengeance for the death of the Immortal. If we leave our children behind on this world, they’ll be targets to everyone who wants to avenge that tyrant’s passing.”

It was a statement that sobered the mood, and he felt Joat shiver beside him. He reclaimed one of his hands from Harper and put his arm around his daughter to comfort her. “What about me?” Joat asked in a quiet voice.

“You,” Nemesis said, turning his gaze on her, “are going to be given the full power of my bloodline. Alecto knows that your protection is important to me. But you are also going to have to find your own path to power… and you’re old enough that I trust you to take care of yourself.”

“Dragon eggs can take decades, sometimes centuries to hatch,” Persephone said, keeping her voice calm to help defuse the tension in the lair. “From what I have seen, it would take the majority of a year for you three to have the children… and then another two or three of nursing the children before you’d trust them to a guardian?”

Reluctantly, Harper nodded. Min frowned and reached up to brush some of her blonde hair back behind her horn. “I… don’t think I could leave a baby behind. Not until they were old enough to take care of themselves…” she admitted.

“Me neither,” Kaia added.

Nemesis felt the turmoil building in Harper, and he squeezed the hand he hadn’t let go of. “I think you’d feel the same,” he pointed out. “And that would mean raising the children to adulthood. For Min and Kaia that’s… twenty years? For you possibly longer… if their elven heritage is strong.”

“What if they’re dragons?” Joat asked. She was still tense, but Nemesis could tell she was rallying. Both because she’d started eating again and because her emotions were like a courageous fire against his soul. “You can all turn into dragons now, right? So what if your babies all take after Nemesis?”

The stunned expressions that washed over Harper’s face made Nemesis realize they hadn’t even considered their bloodlines into the equation. Then each woman took on a meditative expression. He recognized the look of someone delving deep into their own body and soul and left them to it. Instead, Nemesis turned to look down at Joat.

“That was a very smart question,” he praised. “Especially since we’ve developed the next step in the bloodline process—I want to make sure both the pill and the elixir are here waiting for you when you’re strong enough. You can’t take the pill before you’ve developed a core. I’m not sure about the elixir, though. None of them have used it yet.”

Joat’s eyes widened with exuberance. “I can become a dragon?” she whispered. She almost seemed to vibrate against his side, and Nemesis had to tighten his arm around her shoulders to keep her from wiggling off the seat entirely.

“That’s the plan,” he confirmed. He had no idea how long it was going to take Min, Harper, and Kaia to review their inner worlds, so he focused on Joat. The confirmation that they could strengthen her bloodline further had inspired a thousand questions to come flooding out of the girl.

What he couldn’t answer, Talia or Persephone stepped up to do. Joat was clever, and she asked many good questions, especially about the differences between a dragon’s use of mana and a cultivator’s techniques. That was the area where Nemesis struggled, because he had yet to truly use his mana in an external technique.

In the end, however, Joat stared at him with tears in her eyes. “I hate that you’re going to go… but it means a lot that you’re doing so much to take care of me. Thank you.” He kissed her on her forehead, but then had to dodge her budding horn when she whipped around to face Persephone. “And you should name your baby Imri. It was my mom’s name… The orphanage found a few records of her. She was a healer, and I think it’s a good name for a dragon.”

Persephone tilted her head and considered it for some time. Her hand rubbed over her slender belly, and Nemesis felt mana spiraling gently around her to match the motion. After a time, the silver dragon nodded. “I think Imri would make a lovely name for a dragon,” she agreed. “Unlike Talia I’m only going to lay a single egg. It will concentrate all of my power into one hatchling. But I am sure she’ll be magnificent.”

Talia flushed, her chin dropping. “I didn’t realize I could do that,” she murmured. Then she lifted her head proudly and shrugged. “But it doesn’t matter—any world would benefit from having more of Nemmy’s children running around.”

It was Nemesis turn to flush and Joat found that hilarious. She giggled, so he used telekinesis to lift a cup of water and pour it over her head. Squealing, the girl shot off the bench and started pelting him with gold coins. That devolved into a four-way treasure fight as they raced around the hoard, throwing what they could.

Nemesis used his mind to ensure that nothing struck the mediating trio, then he let himself relax and focus on having fun with his daughter. There was still time to make their decisions. None of the children would be born for some time, and he still needed to determine the exact mechanism of their ascension…

Though an idea had been growing in his mind.

It was some time later—with Joat asleep on Talia’s lap—that Nemesis let himself flop onto his back and finally brought up his scores. He had no doubt they’d grown significantly but he hadn’t felt much compulsion to examine himself. He knew he was strong. The crystal was just confirmation.

Nemesis: current rank, S0. Potential Rank, Limitless

Breakdown of current ratings.

Mental S0

Lethality S0

Defensive S0

Physicality S0

Magic S0

Classification: Divine. Subclassification: Prismatic.

As I suspected, he thought smugly. We’ve reached the maximum for this world and there is nowhere to go while we remain here. And my classification has fully taken on the Divine category. Once we’re on a higher plane I am sure I can grow more… but… let me first just…

It took a moment of concentration for Nemesis to isolate that crystal the Scaleguard had embedded in his chest so long ago. The thing was bonded to his body and soul, yet he found that he could wrap his aura around it. The sound of glass breaking came a moment later, then his score flickered and vanished from his mind entirely.

Wherever we go next will be a place in which I determine my own strength. The only thing I’m willing to take with me is that which I’ve claimed for myself. I’ll have nothing of the empire inside me.

He made a mental note to tell Persephone and Talia what he’d done and how. He’d leave it up to them if they wanted to get rid of the crystals. Being able to monitor personal growth was useful, but Nemesis had confidence that none of them would actually need it.

He was contemplating a nap when he heard Harper stirring. Instead of breaking the silence of the lair, he reached out to her with his mind. ‘What did you discover?’ he asked gently. He wasn’t blind to the fact that this would be a sensitive topic, so he wanted to ensure he didn’t accidentally upset her.

‘Joat is right. The child I carry has a great deal of dragon to him. But there’s something missing… I think that he requires the bloodline to be completed before he can be born. Perhaps conceiving him while we created the elixir had side effects. I’ll need to wait and talk to Min and Kaia, to see if their instincts agree…’

The idea that one of his unborn children might be in trouble filled Nemesis with a sickly dread he didn’t know how to express. There was nothing to fight. No enemy to kill. It was an impotent sensation and he found he hated it. But he kept all of that wrapped tightly within himself to avoid projecting it onto Harper.

‘Then come over here and cuddle me. When the others wake, we’ll figure it out and make our decisions,’ he said. The dark-haired half-elf practically teleported over to him. The air in the cavern swept around her from the speed of her leap, and he was forced to use his telekinesis to catch her and make sure she came to a safe stop.

But once he had his arms around her, he could feel the way she trembled. Realizing he wasn’t the only one overwhelmed with feelings, Nemesis carefully peeled back his shielding to show Harper how worried her words had left him.

Nemesis felt his eyes water, and this time he did nothing to hold it back. He allowed himself to silently weep in worry for their child. Though somehow, with Harper in his arms, he felt like the burden was less. She was crying herself, sharing her concern with him—yet it felt manageable.

Nemesis didn’t fully understand how that could be, how two people sharing pain could make it less, but he didn’t fight it. He accepted Harper’s love and gave her back his own. When Persephone came over and cuddled against them, the burden lessened yet again.

At some point, the entire family was cuddled together on top of his hoard and Nemesis realized that all the worry and fears had faded. There was doubt about the future, yes, but with all of them in that warm pile he was sure it would come out alright.

No matter what ritual or technique they’d need to develop, Nemesis had faith his children would be fine.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


After a nap, they gathered to talk about what they’d discovered. Min and Kaia had both found that their children also seemed to be missing something. Fortunately, Min, with her healing techniques, had a better understanding of what they were sensing. The children weren’t sick or disabled; it was more like they were in stasis, waiting for the spark that would let them begin to truly grow.

Persephone and Kaia decided to look over the materials they had left from Kolos and start preparing new formations to ensure they could handle the elixir properly without harming the babies. The silver dragon had no need, but her greater experience meshed well with Kaia’s innovations.

Harper, meanwhile, focused on studying the elixirs themselves to try and determine what they would do within the body. Min and Talia volunteered to help her, and while Joat appeared bored at first, Nemesis took her to one of the smaller chambers with some mana-focusing inscriptions. Once he had those bound to the wall, he sat down to read while Joat cultivated with the dense energy levels pouring off of his body.

Nemesis kept a careful eye on her to make sure she didn’t overload herself, but she’d clearly been working on developing her foundation. He saw no sign the girl was straining in clearing her system and pushing toward developing her core.

His lovers informed him it might take a while to solve their current dilemmas, but Joat showed remarkable patience. When cultivation simply grew too boring for her, Nemesis took her out to hunt. He made sure they traveled away from the sect and into the devastation created by Kolos’ shadow fire. Seeing the new plants and beasts developing there was a sobering experience for the girl. But Joat rallied quickly and was soon ready to hunt. She made good use of her spear, and asked smart questions regarding how spirit beasts took on the aspects of the mana in their area.

Several days passed that way. During that time, he noted that Joat took pride in cooking food she had killed herself. He taught her how to identify many of the weaker spirit herbs Harper used to have him harvest, and that allowed her to round out her diet. He was amused to note that she’d developed a sharper craving for meat after she’d taken the first bloodline potion, and he didn’t hesitate to tease her.

The hour she spent looking into a pond to see if her teeth really were turning into fangs was quite enjoyable for him.

By the end of the week, two things had come about that truly pleased Nemesis. The first was that Joat managed to fully condense her mana into a core within her body. Despite her young age, she’d reached the same level of power that Harper had possessed when they’d first established their outpost for the legion.

It was a tiny core, and she’d need years to build it up until she could create her immortal soul within it, but it was further proof that she was something of a prodigy—one who should be able to survive the second bloodline pill, Nemesis was eager to see what kind of dragon she’d become.

The other event was his lovers came out of their various projects with a plan of action. They’d prepared a carpet of dragon leather and formed a new inscription on it that would channel every scrap of excess energy involved in the elixir transformation into the health and safety of the baby within.

Harper was still anxious about taking the elixir, but Nemesis suspected a great deal of that anxiety stemmed from worry that her alchemical creation might harm the child within her. Min, however, was confident that their bodies would naturally protect the young. Nemesis felt concerned about the safety of his unborn children, but following the woman’s specific explanation about wombs and mother’s auras just left him confused.

Mammals did everything so messily—though some of it was quite fun.

Joat was herded into a small room with formations that would ensure she came through her transformation safely, then Harper fed her the pill that would enhance her bloodline. Nemesis kissed the girl on her forehead and promised to be there when she woke up before dropping several of the cores they’d gathered from spirit beasts she had killed with her spear into mana formations to ensure the room was thick with energy for her transformation.

Then the group cleared the central chamber of every scrap of treasure and furniture. The hoard was broken up and hidden away in various rooms that only someone with knowledge of the cavern formations could get access to, and Persephone began writing up an instruction manual that she would pass to Joat for use in the future.

Talia oversaw the draping of the inscribed leather along the bottom of the great cavern’s spherical floor. She used her talents as a seamstress to bind the material until it appeared almost seamless, and once that was done, Kaia took over.

The redhaired formation master took her time double checking each and every sigil and rune they’d prepared on the leather, and while Nemesis suspected that the group was stalling, he held his peace. He wanted it to work just as badly as they did. I just wish I could help, he mused. Sitting around and nodding along to stuff I don’t fully understand is making me cranky.

He decided to put more work into memorizing how formations worked. He had a solid understanding of the initial concepts, but these deeper, metaphysical rituals that they’d been getting into left him baffled. He was so wrapped up in his grumpy thoughts that it took Harper three tries to get his attention.

“—esis! Pay attention!” she shouted while stomping her foot on his muzzle.

Nemesis came back to the world and focused both his crimson eyes on her. “What do you need?” he asked, doing his best to act like he hadn’t been completely lost in the contemplation. The exasperated look on his face suggested his act hadn’t fooled anyone.

“It’s okay,” Min said, rubbing her hand along his nose. “We’re all nervous. But we need the elixirs from your storage ring.”

Nemesis carefully exercised his will to draw three of the bottles from the device and immediately felt some of the strain the ring had been under ease. The aura radiating off those alabaster containers was immense, and if it hadn’t so closely matched Nemesis’ sense of self, he might have bristled at the intrusion of his space.

Min, Harper, and Kaia each took one bottle and moved to a circle embroidered into the leather taken from Kolos’ wing. Those symbols began glowing the moment the women sat down, and it took Nemesis a second to realize that they were being partially activated just from the elixirs’ leaking energy.

Talia came to cuddle against his side, so he wrapped a wing over her back. They coiled tails around each other, and she shifted to rest her head on his broad shoulder. “They’ll be okay,” she whispered.

“I know they will,” he rumbled. “They have to be.”

Each woman met his eyes, then twisted off the top of the elixir and poured its contents down their throats. Nemesis’ eyes widened at the brilliant glow of power that flowed into them. The dense liquid rivaled the pillar of divine power that held the sect mountain aloft.

As that energy sank into their bones, Nemesis found he could see their skeletons through their bodies. Then it drained out of their bones and into their souls… at which point cocoons spun around them in a blaze of power that completely blinded him.

Talia’s cry of pain echoed his own when the two of them were forced to turn their heads away from the inscribed leather. The formation lit up with rune after rune. The enchantment folded the energy back into the circles and the women within, then the entire thing vanished into a dome of darkness that swirled with stars and colors Nemesis could barely make out.

“How long do you think it’ll take?” he asked Talia.

The golden dragon was still blinking after the dazzling lightshow, but she tilted her neck and stared at the strange sight. After a few seconds, she blew out a breath and fluttered her wings in a shrug. “I have no idea,” she admitted.

Nemesis groaned, but he pushed himself to his feet. “Come on. One of us should guard the entrance to the lair. I’ll do that. Your purification breath might prevent any complications if the spell ends early. Persephone is out gathering food for when they return… and also looking for a material we can use to shield the last few elixirs. I’m not sure my ring will hold them long-term, but we don’t want them to expire before Joat can use one.”

Talia let out a soft noise and rubbed her head against his jaw. “Everything will be okay,” she promised.

“I know! I just… want to be prepared,” he grumbled. Then they both spread their wings and flew up and away from the transformation ritual. Talia stopped at the ledge overlooking the vast spherical cavern, and Nemesis went down until he was settling in the tunnel mouth. Anything that wished to disturb this process would have to go through him.

In the end, his determination simply led to Persephone finding him unmoving with his snout sticking out of the cave entrance and a layer of ice forming over his muzzle. A completely natural winter storm had blown over the glacier and left the frosting coating covering his scales—he hadn’t even noticed. He’d fallen too deeply into brooding over his partners’ safety.

The silver dragon chose to land directly in front of him and reflect light off her scales into his eyes. The flicker-flash of sunlight eventually caused him to flinch and shift his face away. She giggled at the tinkling ice that fell to the ground when he moved. “You know, there was a time it was me that was completely encased in ice,” she pointed out fondly.

“I wasn’t completely encased,” he said. “It was just my muzzle—and a thin layer at that. Did you find anything good to feed them?”

Persephone curled herself up and leaned her head forward to rub her snout against his. “I did come across some tasty morsels, though depending on how big they get it might not be enough. Either way, it’ll tide them over until they go hunting for themselves. Has there been any change?” she asked.

Nemesis blew out his breath in a rush of hot air, and then snorted smoke for good measure. “No… and it’s been hours! Though their last transformation took days. Who knows how long this will last? I just want it to be done so I can take care of them.”

“Mmmm, well maybe this one will be fast?” she offered. The entire time she spoke, she slid her head along his neck and slowly shifted her slim body until she’d gone up, over, and then back around him. She draped her form across his back like a scarf and looped her neck around his before laying her head atop Nemesis’ skull.

Nemesis was tempted to shoo her off for being silly, but he’d be lying if he denied how the action him feel better. It was a comfort he needed. Whenever he started to think too hard, Persephone did something playful to redirect him. After a day she went into the cavern to inspect the formations, while Talia came outside and shooed him from the entrance.

“Go! I’ll be right here if anyone needs me. You can do some hunting to fill your belly. I can hear it growling from the other end of the tunnel,” she insisted. The black dragon didn’t want to go, but he eventually chose to spread his wings and leap into the sky. He refused to go far, which meant he was back to eating a few mammoths off the glaciers.

Odd how a meal that once seemed so filling now tastes utterly boring. The mana is so weak it might as well not be there, he mused while chewing on one of the femurs. This world truly is too weak to sustain us for long.

Part of him wondered if that was one of the things that had driven Kolos and the Immortal to try and constantly expand their territory… the empty feeling of a hollow world.

In the end it doesn’t matter, he decided, they could have ascended and found satisfaction in the heavens. That is what we’ll do. Just as soon as everyone finishes their bloodline transformations, we’re going to ascend. I can’t tolerate any more delays. Who knows what will come up if we don’t get moving.

Leaving the remnants of his meal behind, Nemesis flew back to the cave. The area of still mana around the massive lair seemed to vibrate. It was all the warning he needed to know that something was happening within the spherical cavern. He saw that Talia was gone, so he shot through the mouth of the tunnel with all the speed he could muster.

He barely had room to flap his wings in what had once felt like a huge corridor—finally, he dropped onto his paws to race the rest of the way on foot. When he reached the mouth, he threw himself off, snapped his wings open, and glided a rapid circle while focusing his attention downward.

The sight that greeted his eyes shocked him. Min, Kaia, and Harper were each in draconic form, and all of them had reached at least a hundred feet in length. They were clearly celebrating, brushing their bodies against each other and roaring in victory. It drained much of his fear from him, allowing him to take a moment to study them.

Min appeared to be nearly Persephone’s length, though thicker in the shoulders and hips. Harper was massive, her muscular frame armored in huge steel scales. Kaia had grown slender in the torso with long legs, reminding Nemesis of Artax. The trio completely dominated the center of the cavern.

In fact, they dominated it so well it wasn’t until another shape shot out from among them that he realized Joat had finished her transformation as well. The tiny crimson dragon darted forth on elegant wings and immediately tried to set his face on fire.

“Hah!” he bellowed in amusement. “You’ll need a stronger flame than that to burn my scales!”

The small dragon managed a loop, and then crashed into his head with a dull thump. She tried to catch herself on his scales, but her claws couldn’t penetrate his armor. He carefully helped her find her balance with his telekinesis, then brought them both in for a landing.

Once Nemesis was firmly down on the ground, his lovers came to surround him. “The chil—”

Min cut him off before he could finish his question. “We’re all fine. All the eggs are growing well now.”

Nemesis swayed, then finally collapsed onto his stomach and allowed the world to go dark around him.


Epilogue


“I did not faint!” he insisted in a grouchy tone.

His protest was met with giggles from the dragons around him. Even Joat had gotten in on the teasing, which he didn’t mind, since she was adorable. Her entire body was only about four feet in length, and while her wings were double that, she couldn’t have weighed more than forty pounds.

He wouldn’t have noticed she was still scampering around on his muzzle if she’d been able to stop herself from blowing fire at him whenever she felt the mana collect enough. He could tell she was going to be an absolute menace to the human population of the sect—and he approved.

“Sure you didn’t, Dad,” she said, rolling her eyes at him. She nibbled one of her claws for a moment, then spread and collapsed her wings to her sides. “But… this means you’re all leaving, right?”

Nemesis took a deep breath, then he slowly let it out through his fangs. “Yes. The time has come. Persephone has found the material we need to hold the elixirs, and we’ve built its hiding place.”

“We?” Harper asked in amusement, her neck arching back so she was staring down her snout at him. “You were unconscious.” The steel-clad dragon swept her tail to indicate the others, then gently stroked his brow with the tip. “But it’s okay. A lot of prospective fathers get overwhelmed by the idea.”

Nemesis let out a rumble that shook the glaciers and caused a small avalanche. Min slid up and over his back to wrap herself around him. Her aquamarine scales were brilliant against his own dark body as she gently rubbed her skull against the underside of his jaw.

“It’s okay, Nemmy,” she promised. “We all know the real reason you’re so grumpy. We’re going to miss Joat too.” The wingless dragon let her head curve up and around so she could flick Joat with her tail. The child’s puff of fire was met with a thin stream of water that blew Joat free of his face and sent her tumbling down to the ice.

“Hey!” Joat protested. “Not fair!”

Kaia lowered her head until her horned skull was like a cliff looming over the hatchling. When she opened her mouth, sparks and flames danced along her teeth in a crackling display of power. “Consider it a reminder about what happens when you start fights with spirit beasts far above you. You’re not indestructible, just tougher. Never stop advancing.”

Nemesis silently watched Joat contemplate that lesson. After a moment, the crimson dragon bobbed her head in acceptance, then fearlessly rubbed her face against once of Kaia’s teeth. Though she backed off a second later when a burning spark singed her scale.

Min’s right. I am going to miss this child. If there is a way to watch over her from the heavens… He pushed that thought aside and lowered his head to look at Joat with one large eye. “You’re not strong enough to witness our ascension, Joat, so you should fly back to the city. You have my spatial ring now, and I expect you to conceal your dragon form as long as you can. The ability to change shape might save your life one day. When you reach the heavens, find us. If we’ve advanced farther, then catch up. I know you can.”

“And take these,” Talia said, suddenly sweeping a paw over the ice to leave behind a pile of potions, coins, books, and robes that had been neatly stacked and prepared. One of Min’s more-powerful spears was also in the cluster of items. “They’ll help you advance. We’ve all worked together to prepare training manuals and guides to make sure no one can stop you from growing. If you have to leave the sect, then don’t hesitate. You’re strong enough to survive… but you’re still young. Don’t waste an opportunity to learn.”

Persephone, silently watching, was crying. Nemesis noticed the shimmering tears running down her silver scales, so he lifted his head to butt it against hers. She nuzzled her neck against his and practically knocked Min off to curl up onto him as well.

Joat carefully stored all the goods in the ring that blended in perfectly with her scales. Then she flapped hard until she was flying in circles around them; she came in to land on Nemesis’ face with far more grace than she’d showed before. “I will never forget you,” the child promised. Her head swung until she’d looked at each of them in turn. “And I hope to meet all my brothers and sisters when I reach the heavens and join you.”

With one last burst of flames at his eye, Joat leaped off and flew away. Nemesis felt a cloud of melancholy mix with hope, and while he wanted to blame it on emotions from his lovers, he knew most of it was his own. He slowly began to walk across the glacier and climb the mountain to reach the divine pillar.

“You really think it will be so easy?” Harper asked. Her claws crushed the ice while she paced alongside him on his left. Kaia had taken his right side, and Talia was on her other side. Min and Persephone made no move to uncoil from their perches along his back and shoulders.

“The world wants us gone,” Nemesis stated firmly. “I can feel it in every breath I take. The food barely sustains us, and the mana is like empty water. Everything here is hollow now. Once we reach the pillar, we simply have to will ourselves to rise, I am sure of it.”

The others were silent for the time it took to climb the mountain, but Nemesis could feel them all contemplating the idea. He felt resolve solidify within all of them, and when they reached the pillar, he pushed his way to the center of it without hesitation.

The divine energy flowing down from the heavens was a warmth that merely emphasized how weak this world had become to him. He spread his wings to take it all in, and one by one his lovers did the same.

“I feel it now,” Harper admitted. “You’re right. We have outgrown it here. Let’s find a new world to claim.”

Nemesis turned his head, looking over them all. “I love you,” he rumbled out, his voice thick with emotions. “If we’re separated, then I’ll find you. If we’re challenged, then I’ll kill whatever tries to keep us apart. We’ll never stop advancing, together.”

“Together,” they echoed.

Nemesis opened his mind and linked his thoughts with his mates. Then he started pulling on all the power in his immortal body and soul. He charged the energy into his jaws, and one by one his other heads manifested.

Five heads, then when his lovers joined in, ten rose to face the sky. In unison, they unleashed their breath in an attack on the boundary of the universe. The mortal world shriveled under their power, and the barriers between themselves and the heavens seemed to crinkle and dissolve.

With reality peeling back, the dragons launched themselves into the sky and vanished through a gaping hole in reality. For a brief moment, a new world was revealed. The colors seemed far more vibrant, and the energy that poured across the mountain caused the entire thing to shake under the might of the heavens.

Joat, halfway down the mountain, found her new core flooded with power. She landed on a heavy boulder and started drawing it in with all the power she could muster. Faster than she could comprehend, her core thickened and grew. Her expanding core saw more power swelling through her body, and while she tried to keep up with that growing might—she was granted a vision.

For just a moment Joat witnessed a world where the sky was bluer than any color she could name, and then that sky began to shrivel and dissolve as dragons poured through a hole in reality. The light shimmering off those dragons made her soul ache, but Joat forced herself to watch for as long as she could.

The crimson hatchling turned her eyes up to take in that new world and made a quiet vow to herself. One day she would see her father again. Until then… she had an entire world to explore.


Afterword


Nemesis and his loves have reached the next dimension, and now they’ll have new worlds to explore. This marks the final book in their series, and I hope you all enjoyed it. Thank you for coming on this journey with me and I hope you’ll come back for whatever comes next.

Deacon’s love of fantasy began when his father sat him down for some First Edition Dungeons & Dragons. His best friend introduced him to anime at the age of 12, and his nerdy tendencies just got worse from there. If you’re looking for more from Deacon, please check out his

Further works by Deacon Frost:

Avalar Explored: a complete LitRPG series set in a fantasy world. Watch a blacksmith rise in power as he struggles to adapt to his new form.

Fall to the Forest: a dungeon core standalone featuring a fae soul forced to build a dungeon on Earth as the fae arrive, heralding a system coming to Earth to end human civilization as they know it.

The Otherworld Academy: An isekai tale featuring Levi Walker, a college student from earth, being reborn and enrolled in a magical academy where he’s expected to become a powerful magi. Unfortunately for Levi, he’s been reincarnated as a Demon Lord.

Dragons & Damsels Anthology: an anthology of harem stories that contains a short story, Otherworld Vacation, which takes place between Raven House and Second Term, giving a glimpse of what Levi, Tawny, and Nox did at the start of their summer vacation.

Singularity Tower: a science fiction story about a prisoner forced to climb an ancient alien tower if he ever wishes to have enough power to be his own man. Gideon Pike is too stubborn to quit, and too tough to die. Join him while he climbs toward the top and finds more adventures than he bargained for.

For something less spicy, consider my alternative pen name Somnus Quill and the short story: , a proto-harem barbarian story.

I also now have Omnibus editions available for the Avalar Explored series, as well as a 2-volume set encompassing all six volumes of the Otherworld Academy series, plus its short story.

You can find me in the following places:

For other books in the HaremLit genre—please look at .

To follow my writing, find me on as well as .

You can also find me on .

Deacon Discord – A Discord server for fans of Otherworld Academy, Avalar Explored, and Dungeons of Underhill. And for those who absolutely want to see more of the OC characters created for my series, you can come access my Patreon and gain exclusive looks at the love interests in all their glory. It features sneak previews of characters and some NSFW variants that aren’t shown anywhere else.


Other Books


Dungeon Diving 101 – Bruce Sentar, a wonderful anime-inspired LitRPG.

Who Let a Demon Lord Into the Mage Tower? – Atlas Kane, a great book, really loved it.

Towers of Acalia – Atlas Kane, a harem series about climbing towers and cultivating.

Rise of the Weakest Summoner – J. R. Saileri, more of these to read all the time.

Legendary LitRPG – A LitRPG Anthology with 28 stories to choose from. Look for Grub’s Day Out by Somnus Quill, it’s mine.

First Fist – T.J. Reynolds, It isn’t harem, but I really enjoyed this story, can’t wait to see more.

Titan Mage – Edie Skye, for those who enjoy steampunk harems and battling mechs.

Aycrishi Sodality – Phil Aerix, for monster girl lovers.

Magic Steamship Pirate Booty – Grady Sparks, if you love pirates, magic, treasure, and harems.

Elemental Empire – Peter North, for more fantasy-based isekai adventure with magic and monster girls.

cover1.jpeg
[ProsT

~

=
®







