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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Aunt Emma? I’m here for my costume,” I called out as I unlocked the door to the antiquities store owned by my aunt.  
 
    The lights in the front parlor were off, and a suit of armor loomed by the entrance. Out of habit, I checked the armor for any specks of dust, but, as usual, the suit of armor known as Hunk was in pristine condition.  
 
    I smiled to myself. It was always good to be in here. Around every corner was a surprise from one of my aunt’s trips, and after my mother’s death, this had been my home for a long time. It still was, in a way.  
 
    “Back here, Evan!” she hollered back to me. “I hope you didn’t park out front, that’s for paying customers!”  
 
    “What does that make me?” I closed the front door behind me. “Besides, aren’t you closed?”  
 
    “An annoyance is what you are,” she teased, “and you never know when a once in a lifetime opportunity will knock on your door, only to find it’s been blocked by a Jeep.”  
 
    I followed her voice past countless curios and into one of the back rooms where the smell of clove lingered.  
 
    “I’ll make it up to you,” I promised to the older woman, who sat at a large mahogany table.  
 
    The family resemblance between us always startled anyone I introduced her to, and if my mother had been alive, they would have thought they were seeing siblings. Aunt Emma never looked her age, with her long dark hair that lacked even a single gray strand and her purple eyes that were just as bright as ever. Instead of my aunt, she usually passed as my sister. 
 
    “I have something to show you,” Aunt Emma laughed and picked up the silver pipe full of clove and tobacco that rested on a stone ashtray.  
 
    “No questions about school? Or how the last few weeks have been? I missed you.” I sarcastically rolled my eyes and pretended to pout. 
 
    She rolled her eyes back at me and exhaled a puff of smoke. “How is that EMT school thingy?” she groaned. 
 
    “It’s great,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    She scrunched her nose at me. “I missed you.” 
 
    “Awww, that’s so nice of you to say first thing. You know, instead of pushing one of your random antiques on me.” 
 
    A gleam leapt into her eyes. “Speaking of antiques…” she started. 
 
    I sighed and looked up to the heavens. “Oh, boy, here we go.” 
 
    “Look at this! Isn’t it beautiful!” My aunt ignored my comment and moved an open box toward me.  
 
    At first, my eye was caught by the beauty of the box. Mother of pearl covered the lacquered wood in the design of phoenixes and dragons in flight. I could imagine it being used as a prop in a TV drama, in the bedroom of some grand and ancient royal. Then I looked inside, and I let out a low whistle.  
 
    In a bed of crushed velvet was an exquisite gold hair pin. A delicate flower of pure white jade was set into intricate gold filigree and hung from the end of what looked like six inches of pure gold. At the center of the flower, surrounded by more gold filigree, was a stone of blue jade. An inverted triangle of gold suspended from the filigree back of the flower, and from that, hung three golden bells on golden chains.  
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Aunt Emma blew out a cloud of smoke that curled around her tanned face.  
 
    Save us.  
 
    For a moment, I thought I heard a voice, but my mind had probably wandered and dreamt up the woman who once wore this hairpin. I shook my head but frowned when the uneasy feeling in my gut refused to leave.  
 
    “Is someone here?” I asked as I looked over my shoulder and back to my aunt. “Besides us, I mean.”  
 
    Aunt Emma cocked her head at me with amusement. “Hearing ghosts, are we?”  
 
    “Naw.” I rolled my eyes. “Just been super busy with school.” 
 
    “See, you say that,” she said as she pointed at me with her silver pipe, “but I’m pretty sure you’ve been able to see ghosts and magical activity all your life. You’ve just ignored it.”  
 
    Emma was always talking about ghosts and spiritual nonsense, but I didn’t believe any of it. I just needed to get more sleep. 
 
    “You know I don’t believe that shit,” I grumbled before I looked back at the hairpin. “What is it anyway?”   
 
    “A hair pin that once belonged to a princess in the Tang Dynasty.” Aunt Emma took another long drag from her pipe. “She was supposed to have been buried alive, at least that’s the legend according to the seller.” 
 
    “Well, that fucking sucks,” I snickered. “Poor thing.” 
 
    “What did you think you heard when you looked at it?” my aunt asked as she fixed her eyes on my face intently.  
 
    “Nothing,” I lied. “Why did this princess get buried alive? Was she a tyrant?”  
 
    My aunt shook her head, and a contemplative expression crossed her face. “The opposite, actually. She was supposedly a princess of purity within a palace full of corruption.”  
 
    “I’m guessing this isn’t part of my costume,” I said with a raised eyebrow. “This looks like it belongs in a museum.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s far out of your budget, young man.” She reached out and closed the box with a definitive click.  
 
    “So … costume?” I chuckled as I shoved my hands in my pockets. “I need it for the video game convention, and you said you had one?”  
 
    She winked at me and nodded at the door that led to a storage room full of boxes. “The opera masks and costumes are in there, funnily enough from the same seller. Pick one as an early birthday gift.”  
 
    “Thanks, Aunt Emma,” I said as I turned toward the back room. 
 
    “It’s a shame,” she sighed. “I always said you would have made a fine historian.”  
 
    “You’re the best!” I ignored her last comment as I walked into the storage room. “Besides, saving people’s lives is way more exciting than digging around in people’s basements.”  
 
    “Cheeky brat!” she yelled without any real heat in her tone.  
 
    My decision to become an EMT before I started medical school had made Aunt Emma proud, even if she didn’t say it in so many words. It certainly had been worth the hundreds of hours I had spent in EMT classes and the punishing schedules of pre-med courses and shifts. All of the life-and-death situations I’d worked and would continue to work in provided an immense amount of experience and familiarity with the real world of medicine and the business of saving lives.  
 
    The only downside was that I had less and less time for, well, anything else. If I wasn’t in classes, I was in the ambulance with my nose in a textbook in-between calls. The reason I was even at the shop today was because my weekend had suddenly opened up due to some misfiled paperwork and cancelled classes. Because of that, I was able to get my hands on a ticket to a nearby video game convention. Since this was all last minute, however, I didn’t even have a costume.  
 
    This was where Aunt Emma came to the rescue. She’d just come back from Sichuan province in China after a lengthy buying trip that included a former opera house. I’d been given permission to have first pick of all the costumes.  
 
    The first shipment of boxes had arrived, and it was a daunting sight. While this storage room was periodically emptied and only used for new merchandise, well, as new as antiques could get, it was still filled to the brim.  
 
    I would definitely be spending the rest of the day and maybe even the night here.   
 
    “Better start unboxing,” I muttered to myself. Then I tackled the first wooden crate and coughed when a cloud of dust rose up. Six wooden crates later, and I’d only found costumes for women, beautiful and intricate and probably worth a small fortune, but nothing that I could or would wear.  
 
    At the bottom of the seventh crate was what I was looking for. In a flat, black box was an outfit of black silk shot through with purple thread. The fabric shimmered in the light as I pulled it out of the crate, and when I leaned in for a closer look, I noticed that sections of the fabric had been decorated in the pattern of scales. I traced the snarling black dragon that had been embroidered on the dark purple sash, and goosebumps rose on my arms.  
 
    I had to put it on.  
 
    The opera costume fit perfectly, as if it had been made for me in some past life. The wide sleeved shirts slipped on like a second and third skin, and the trousers fit snugly. Even the black fur-lined boots were a perfect fit.  
 
    The outfit was nearly complete. What I needed now was the mask.  
 
    I walked back to the crate and dug deeper through the straw until my fingers bumped against another box, and I pulled it out. It was black, just like the other box the outfit had been in, and inside of it was the missing piece.  
 
    A black dragon mask.  
 
    It snarled up at me from a bed of white tissue paper, and the material of it was odd. It wasn’t papier mâché or even leather. I picked the mask up, and it felt cool and heavy in my hand. It almost felt like bone. As I studied it closely, the hairs on the back of my neck rose, but I shook my head. It was probably made out of some sort of ceramic, some bone china or something.  
 
    With the mask in hand, I walked over to the mirror in the corner of the room. It’d always been there, a large thing with a frame of oiled bronze that reached the ceiling.  
 
    I smirked to myself as I studied my reflection in the old mirror. “I look so fucking cool.”  
 
    Hurry.  
 
    “Huh?” I looked toward the door. I thought I heard a voice again, the same voice from earlier. I must have been more tired than I thought. I laughed nervously as I convinced myself I was just tired. There was no one in the storage room with me. It was just me and the costumes. I shook my head and tried to swallow, but my mouth had gone dry. I needed to calm down, it was probably the onset of a cold. This was all just a coincidence. I wasn’t really hearing voices. I would put on the mask and everything would be okay. 
 
    I just needed to put the mask on. 
 
    Like the robe, the mask fit the features of my face as if it had been molded and crafted solely for me. It melded onto my cheeks, and I could feel my skin ripple as the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Then a breeze picked up inside of the room, and the dust swirled up in the air before it formed a circle around me.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I gasped as golden light emanated from the mirror in front of me, and the dust in the air began to glow. 
 
    Then the world was engulfed in a blinding light, and I heard the far-off sounds of moving water.     
 
    Somehow, my heart slowed down to a gentler beat. I could breathe again, and a strange calm settled inside of me. I knew this feeling, the golden light reassured me. The mirror’s surface before me shimmered and beckoned, and somehow, I wasn’t afraid. I took a step forward and placed my hand on the mirror’s surface. The cool glass moved under my hand just like water, and I closed my eyes for a moment. 
 
    It felt like home. It felt right.  
 
    Come. 
 
    Again, that desperate voice. I realized that it came from inside of the mirror. My pulse started to thrum through me like a war drum. I opened my eyes, and suddenly there was darkness all around me, but I could still see somehow. Maybe my eyes had adjusted to the lack of light.  
 
    All I could see in the mirror, however, was the dragon mask. The scales seemed so lifelike, and I hadn’t noticed how well they had been carved before. It was such an awesome mask, and now that I had it on, I realized how three dimensional it was. The mask actually covered a bit of my throat, and I turned my head slightly so I could see that the pattern seemed to kind of blend in with the robe I wore. It really did look like I had scales all over my body, and I felt a little thrill run through my stomach at the thought of how many people would be impressed at the convention.  
 
    When I had first put on the mask, I hadn’t noticed the exact shape of the eye lenses, but now that I was studying myself, my eyes seemed to be larger and a much brighter shade of amethyst. 
 
    “So fucking cool.” I leaned closer to the mirror so I could see the finer details of the mask. 
 
    Then I realized my nose was much longer when it touched the pool of water that I had mistaken to be a mirror. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I reached to pull the mask off my face but instead of fingers, I had claws.   
 
    My heart pounded wildly in my chest, but I couldn’t help but laugh. This was all too incredible to be real. It was so vivid and so strange, like I was tripping almost. I had to have fallen asleep in the storage room, and this was all just a wonderful dream, triggered by my aunt’s ghost stories and whatever she had put in that pipe of hers no doubt.  
 
    Strangest of all, though, I could feel wings that stretched out from my back. Heavy, leathery appendages that were curled tightly into my sides. I unfurled them, carefully, and twisted my now long neck to look back at them. I blinked once. And then again. I really did have wings. And my body… it was covered in black scales that shimmered just as the fabric of the opera costume did. Darker than the night sky and with glints of amethyst that matched my eyes.  
 
    My gaze traveled farther back, and shock settled over me.  
 
    Holy shit. A tail. I had a tail.  
 
    I shook my head. Okay, Evan, focus. That was how you wake up from dreams, right? You focused on crazy details, and it tricked your brain into realizing you were dreaming and needed to wake up.  
 
    The first order of business was to count how many limbs-turned-appendages I had. I quickly took stock. Two wings, two forelegs, and two hind legs, not to mention one rather wicked looking tail. Aside from that, nothing out of the ordinary.  
 
    For a dragon, that was.  
 
    I couldn’t explain what had even happened. I just knew that one moment I was me, and the next moment I was an overgrown lizard. Perfectly normal. Nothing to worry about.  
 
    Man, maybe I passed out in Aunt Emma’s storage room and hit my head or something.  
 
    But as I stood there and flexed my claws against the stone floor beneath me, I realized that … this all felt too real.  
 
    Could this really be happening? Was this not a dream? 
 
    I looked around the space I was in to try to find some clue as to where I was and what had happened. It was a cavernous space with a dark lake and clear crystals embedded in the walls that glittered and shone with an inner light. Within them, my appearance was reflected back a hundred times, and it was clear as day.  
 
    A black dragon. I was a twenty foot tall dragon.  
 
    No. There was no way this could be real. I laughed, but what came out of my maw was a warm puff of air like a car’s exhaust when it started in the morning. 
 
    This had to all be a dream.  
 
    I probably fell asleep or passed out or something in the storage room with the dragon mask on. Aunt Emma was probably about to wake me up at any moment. That was the only logical explanation for all of this. 
 
    I shook my head vigorously, but then I realized my neck had lengthened, and I caught myself as I started to lean off balance. I looked down and saw nothing but black scales and white claws.  
 
    I could see my reflection in my claws. One large amethyst eye stared back at me, the pupil slit and thin.  
 
    A dragon. I was really a dragon. I wasn’t human anymore.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    This wasn’t a dream. 
 
    Panic settled itself in my stomach, and I could feel the way my chest tightened. My heart raced, a thunderous sound that echoed inside my head, and the world felt like it tilted around me.  
 
    I forced myself to focus on the way the ground shifted beneath my claws and the distant sounds of water. Then I drew in a large breath and filled myself with air in an attempt to alleviate the stress on my mind. I held that breath for a count of four seconds and then exhaled. The technique was called four-square breathing, and it was used by yogis, athletes, and even by Navy SEALs. Needless to say, as an EMT, I used it a lot. I often used it to calm down trauma victims as my team and I worked to stabilize them and get them to the nearest hospital. If they were able to, I’d have them follow my breathing pattern.  
 
    And the times we’d fail to save a life, we’d use it on ourselves.  
 
    Once I calmed myself down, I leaned backward and attempted to sit on my haunches and think about what to do next. As soon as I sat, however, my body started to lean to my right, and I flapped that wing to try to keep myself steady. My extra limb stuttered as it tried to beat, and the motion made my torso spin the opposite way. This caused my tail to spin the other direction, and then my head whipped back around. 
 
    Suddenly, I was laying on my side, and the crystals were all spinning in my vision. 
 
    Well, that didn’t go as well as I had hoped. 
 
    I pressed my front right claw into the stone ground of the cavern and pushed up, but almost as soon as I put any strength into the limb, I lifted off the ground as if someone had thrown me. I was spinning on the ground again, and for a good half minute, I couldn’t tell what was an arm, leg, tail, or wing. 
 
    “Holy shit, dude,” I hissed under my breath, and my voice came out as a deep and sonorous rumble, “get a handle on this.” 
 
    I made a third attempt to get up, but this time I moved very slowly and used just the slightest amount of my strength. This time seemed to be the charm, and I was soon able to get my belly flat on the ground with my arms and legs spread out in the correct direction. I was sure I looked like Bambi when he tried to get across the icy lake in the movie, but at least I wasn’t tangled up into a dragon knot.  
 
    “Okay, now what?” I asked out loud, but no one answered, and I let my eyes drift across the cave. It was pretty dark, and I realized that it was actually almost pitch black, but my large dragon eyes were able to see with the small amount of light from the gemstones.  
 
    Okay, Evan, think. What can I use or do to get myself out of this situation? 
 
    “Maybe I have a good sense of smell?” I sniffed the air and immediately found where the air was fresher, less stale, stagnant, and not smelling of mold. It was like my sense of smell was kicked up to eleven. I turned my head a bit to follow that stream of air, and I realized that it was coming from my two o’clock direction. 
 
    That was probably the way out. 
 
    Now I just had to figure out how to walk there. 
 
    Almost suspiciously so, I moved my forelegs under me. I focused on using the least amount of strength possible and ever so slowly lifted myself off the ground until I was almost in the perfect position to do push-ups. My claws scraped through the ground beneath me and formed deep gouges, and the part of me that wasn’t freaking out that I had turned into a dragon thought it was totally awesome that I had powerful claws.  
 
    “Ok, you can do this. Just keep moving slowly,” I reminded myself as I moved my hindlegs the same way I had my forelegs. I swayed as I managed to stand without falling, and then I took a deep breath.  
 
    As soon as I was standing, I stretched out my right foreleg, but my right wing unfurled at the same time and I started to lean off balance again.  
 
    “Shit!” I groaned, but right before I face planted on the ground, I managed to catch my balance by unfurling the other wing. That managed to keep me upright for the moment, but I wouldn’t be able to get far with my wings open. It felt like I was balancing a table on my back with my wings open.  
 
    I flapped a wing curiously and fanned up a ton of dirt and dust that ended up in my mouth. The bright side was that I could taste dozens of different flavors. The downside was that more than a few tasted like literal shit. Lovely guano.  
 
    “Note to self,” I grumbled, “don’t try that again in a cave.”  
 
    Flapping my wings was out of the question, and I wondered how I could close them. I thought about the muscles in a human hand, the way they would clench and unclench. Maybe it would work if I thought of my wings as hands?  
 
    I focused on the tendons in my wings, and they twitched slightly. “Come on, just a little more,” I growled out.  
 
    Another flex, just like how I would flex my hands, and they folded tightly onto my back. I let out a sigh of relief. That was one disaster averted. There was so much of me that I had to be conscious of. I felt like a baby learning to walk, I needed to focus on every single movement I made and how I made it.   
 
    “Okay, baby steps,” I said with my favorite Bill Murry movie in mind as I focused on my right foreleg. I stretched it forward and planted it on the ground in front of me, and then I did the same thing with my left hindleg. I repeated it with my left foreleg and right hindleg. I had to do alternating limbs at the same time, which was the trick of it. Even so, I wobbled forward, like a newborn foal on legs that were too big for his body. Only, my new body was just too big for me. I stumbled and tripped with every other step, and my tail swayed behind me as it trailed along the floor and left more grooves in the ground. 
 
    I probably looked ridiculous, but at least I was mobile.  
 
    Once I’d gotten somewhat used to moving, I followed the stream of fresh air. The crystals in the walls lit up my way through the stone passage, so I stumbled around stalagmites that rose from the ground in the general direction my nose told me to go. Stalactites also hung down from the ceiling, and some of them grazed the spines that lined my back as I walked. It wasn’t uncomfortable, the stalactites broke off easily, but each time it happened, it felt like a blunt pencil poked my back.  
 
    The air continued to clear as I went further. I smelled less and less stagnancy, for lack of a better word, and while I could feel that there was life in the cave, energy that pulsed within the earth and crystals, it smelled off.  
 
    Decomposition was what it reminded me of. The smell of bodies that had already begun to rot away in a confined space.  
 
    That couldn’t be good.  
 
    I heard rather than felt the crunch underneath my claws. In a jerky movement, I leaned my head down to look at what I had stepped on. My heart nearly stopped. Bones. Hundreds upon hundreds and thousands of bones. There were some that were stained yellow with age. There were others that still had flesh and sinew. It was a mass grave of human skeletons and animal skeletons, and I didn’t know where one began and the other ended.  
 
    “What the hell did this?” My heart rate slowed, and I could hear my blood pound in my veins with furious anger as my lips curled back in a snarl.  
 
    When it came to hate and anger, these negative emotions had run hot within me as a child. Before my mother died, she tried to teach me to meditate and calm the rage that burned furiously inside of me. Aunt Emma continued that after she had died. My aunt had also been the one who had paid for my martial arts classes and did everything she could do to calm that white hot anger inside of me.  
 
    She had said that it ran in our family’s blood, that we felt everything too deeply and purely. We could only be happy or sad or angry, a single emotion would fill us all up. Aunt Emma had also said I couldn’t let it control me, that I had to control the anger.  
 
    My eyes narrowed onto a skull. It was a child’s skull.  
 
    I slammed my eyes closed, and then I took in a breath to calm myself, to focus deep inside of myself and find a stillness. I listened past the sound of my heart and the blood that pounded in my ears, and instead I focused on the natural sounds of the cave. The drip of water as it trailed down the stone walls. The flutter of bats and the insects that dwelled in the holes along the walls. Of snakes that slithered across the ground.  
 
    And then I heard sounds that did not belong.  
 
    It was a sudden noise that echoed in the stillness. A yell. A clash of metal upon stone. A voice.  
 
    A scream that pierced the quiet world of the cave.  
 
    There were people here.  
 
    My eyes snapped open, and I lifted my nose in the air as I strained to smell where they were. To hear where they were. I didn’t know what I was doing, though. There was too much to listen to at once, too many smells and sounds that suddenly assaulted me. I didn’t know what to look for, what to focus on.  
 
    I took a deep breath. Metal. Focus on that. On the smell of warmth and living things and sunlight. They lingered, however, just on the edges of my senses. I growled, a sound that echoed loudly throughout the cave and caused smaller stalactites and stalagmites to crumble into pebbles. Then I bounded through the tunnels of the cave.  
 
    Or at least I tried to. I probably looked like a giant toddler, or a drunk bull in a china shop, as I careened through the cave, but at least I was moving. Still, I did trample a number of stalagmites along the way.  
 
    I had to move quickly, though. There were people in danger, people that needed help from whatever dangerous creature lurked inside this place and lived among the damp, old stone. I didn’t even know what I could do when I reached them. I was a dragon for fuck’s sake, it wasn’t like I could stitch them back up like this. But I couldn’t just stand around. I had to do something. I had to try, even if it was just buying them time.  
 
    “Please, be alive, just hang on.” I prayed that by the time I reached them, they wouldn’t have joined the angry ghosts that surely haunted this sorrowful place. 
 
    My claws dug into the compacted earth beneath me, and my scales scraped against the cave walls whenever the space became smaller. I forced my way through the discomfort, though, because it was only temporary, it was something I could deal with.  
 
    I came to an underground lake, and the sounds and smells of the fight seemed closer. The lake spanned a mile, maybe two. Sadly, it wasn’t a distance I could jump, even with the body of a dragon. I would only crash into the ceiling, and even if I didn’t give myself a concussion, I would still bring the ceiling down upon me. 
 
    There were fewer cave crystals in the area around the lake, but my improved dragon eyesight still allowed me to see through the darkness surrounding me. 
 
    My only choice was to swim across the lake, so I drew in the deepest breath I could manage to fill my lungs. Then I dove in.  
 
    I thought the water would be freezing, but the range of temperatures I could comfortably tolerate seemed to have expanded, and the water kinda felt nice along my scales. Before I had jumped in, I had kind of wondered if I was a cold-blooded reptile, but it seemed that wasn’t the case, since I could feel my body heat pulsating out into the inky liquid around me. It was also way easier to swim than it was to walk, and I shot through the lake as easily as Michael Phelps had when he won all his gold medals. 
 
    Strange fish filled the lake. They had scales that glowed brightly in the dark waters. Their bodies reminded me of the crystals that had lined the cave ceiling, and I wondered what species they were. 
 
    Classification: Crystal fish, commonly found deep in underground lakes.  
 
    It was like I was playing a video game and the on-screen narration flashed in front of me. I knew what the fish was simply because I wondered about it, but I didn’t have much time to consider this new development. I’d already reached the other end of the lake and arrived at where I had heard the sounds of battle.  
 
    I peeked my head slowly out of the water so that no one would see me and looked at the source of the battle.   
 
    Five people stood with their backs to the water, and because of that, to me.  
 
    Classification: Five Demi-Humans. Two wolves. Three dryads.  
 
    Priority: Immediate healing required. 
 
    Status: Mortally wounded. 
 
    I could see bushy tails and wolf ears on two of the people, and their hair and tails were a soft gray color. The three dryads had green hair of different hues. One of the wolf Demi-Humans drew my gaze, and I could see the strength in her back as she held up one of her comrades and gripped a broadsword in her free hand. 
 
    Exhaustion was evident in their frames. Blood dripped from wounds that littered their bodies, and I could see crimson puddles of it on the floor of the stone cave.  
 
    My eyes widened at the sight, but then I saw what they fought against.  
 
    Two giants made of stone approached them, but it looked like a third had already been felled and had crumbled into a thousand rocks. The two giants that remained were formed of boulders with smaller ones at their joints, and they towered over the group of five adventurers. The rock giants were maybe twenty feet high and almost the same size as me. 
 
    Those people didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    As I watched, one of the dryads formed a wall of roots to slow the giants’ approach while another dryad tied tourniquets and pressed rags against the wounds of her companions. 
 
    I had to do something, I had to. I couldn’t just sit around in the water and watch as these people were slaughtered. I was an EMT for crying out loud.  
 
    But I didn’t know what I could do. I couldn’t help treat those wounds, I would just make them worse. I was too big for that now.  
 
    Wait. I was too big for that now.  
 
    I couldn’t do anything about the wounds, but I could do something to stop the giants. I was a dragon, after all, and if I knew one thing about dragons in video games and movies, it was that they were fire and death.  
 
    I grinned to myself. The stone giants wouldn’t know what hit them.  
 
    I rose out of the water with a roar that echoed throughout the cave. “Get away from them!” 
 
    Everyone, including the pair of stone giants, flinched, swung their eyes around, and stared at me with shock clear on their faces, but I didn’t give them time to react. I just stepped protectively over the group of adventurers and faced down the two stone giants. I could smell the blood and decay that seeped out of the monsters from the bits of flesh that clung to their stone teeth, and I could also see shards of white bone tumble from their maws as they stumbled forward. They were the cause of the mass grave I had found earlier. They had eaten those people and cast their remains aside as if they were nothing more than trash. 
 
    I wouldn’t let them add more bones to that mountain.  
 
    My claws tore up the ground beneath us, and the earth groaned as I felt power vibrate in the air, and I realized that the energy I felt was within me.  
 
    It was my rage, and it begged to be used.  
 
    Without knowing exactly what to do, I opened my maw wide, and I could feel the energy and power swirl within my throat. Then I let loose what should have been a great wave of fire that would have melted the stone giants into a puddle.  
 
    But a molten wave of fire did not leap out of my maw.  
 
    What did come out of my mouth was a giant cloud of rainbow glitter that shimmered and twisted through the air like an overzealous smoke machine at a rave. The rainbow-glitter-dust filled almost the entire cavern and settled on everything like a light blanket of party confetti. When the multi-colored fog cleared, I shifted my head to look at the giants.  
 
    They somehow didn’t have any glitter on them, and they seemed totally unaffected by my magic.  
 
    One of the stone giants opened their mouths and laughed, and it was a gravelly sound that grated on my ears and made them ache. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    I looked down at myself for a moment. I was a dragon, right? A monster of legend who caused death and destruction? What the fuck was with the rainbow glitter? Was I some sort of party dragon?   
 
    Both stone giants stepped toward me, and I felt my heart hammer in my big chest. I was going to have to fight these guys the old fashioned way. 
 
    Even though I had just learned how to walk like ten minutes ago. 
 
    I hissed deep in my throat and felt the ground rumble as the sound echoed loudly throughout the cave. The air curled inside of my chest as I bared my fangs, and the stone giants hesitated. Their attention had gone from the adventurers to me, and I didn’t have time to figure out why I couldn’t breathe fire. I needed to focus on the two stone problems that currently faced me while I figured out how to treat the adventurers.  
 
    Status: Adventurers healed.  
 
    The words flashed before my eyes, and I blinked in surprise. I had no idea how or why they were healed, but I glanced down at the people below me and saw there was no more blood that dripped from their wounds. In fact, underneath all the dirt and grime, their skin was clear and unblemished. 
 
    There wasn’t even a hint of rainbow glitter left on them.  
 
    Well then, that was one worry wiped away. If the adventurers took one stone giant down, they could probably take down another one while I fought the last one.  
 
    “Kill one of them,” I snarled at the five adventurers under me. “I’ll take down the other.” 
 
    The warrior woman cast me a bewildered expression, but then her face took on a steely resolve. “Understood, we’ll do as you say,” she grunted before she turned to face the approaching giants.  
 
    I nodded in response, then my lip curled up, and I roared as the giants charged at us. 
 
    Let’s see how well my claws and fangs fared against stone.  
 
    I flexed my talons in the earth and focused on the two stone giants. They lumbered slowly toward me with stiff joints that made them almost look like stop-motion animated dolls, but the wounds on the adventurers proved that these things were really fucking dangerous.  
 
    I could do this. I could beat these guys. I just had to think of this as a match back in my jiu-jitsu dojo. The only difference was that there were lives on the line and no one gave a shit that I had a black belt.  
 
    I rose on my hind legs and slowed each breath I took so that I could focus on the attacking stone giants. Out of the corner of my eyes, I could see the adventurers move into formation behind the wall of roots the dryad had summoned. One of them sought high ground, and I realized it was an archer. The two mages, a wolf and dryad, moved behind the remaining pair of wolf and dryad. The two women settled into battle stances, one with a broadsword that gleamed in the darkness of the cave and the other with a dagger that curved cruelly.  
 
    As soon as I took down one of the giants, I’d join their fight with the other one. What I had in mind wasn’t technically allowed in most competitions, since I’d be penalized and most likely out if I tried this in a match.  
 
    But this wasn’t a friendly competition.  
 
    With a roar, I launched myself at the stone giant closest to me and latched onto his shoulders. My claws dug deep into the stone flesh, and the giant let out a bellow of rage. With a sidestep and a pull, I swung him around and forced him to face plant into the ground. I had intended to mount him as soon as I took him down, but I underestimated my own strength again and had tossed the massive stone giant a good hundred yards away. A moment later, he rose up, almost as if he hadn’t fallen at all, and started to advance on me.   
 
    I growled with frustration. That throw should have dazed anyone. 
 
    Then I noticed the chunks of stone that had fallen off him when I had thrown him to the ground and the gouges from where I dug my claws into him. He moved slower than before as well. 
 
    I’d hurt him, and this sight gave me confidence.  
 
    Though we were of a similar size, I was faster, and I dashed forward on still awkward legs so that I could slam my shoulder into him. My first hit knocked him back into the cave wall, and the cavern echoed with thunder, but my attack didn’t seem to do as much damage as my first throw, and he tried to grab onto one of my wings. 
 
    I dipped down low and scuttled back away from his arms. Each time he tried to grab hold of me, I slipped from his grasp. And as I did so, my scales ripped at his hands the same way they had ripped at the stalactites earlier.  
 
    Off to the side, I could see how the adventurers fared against their own stone giant. The gray haired swordswoman had dug her own deep gouges into the joints of the giant, while the dryads worked together to limit his movement. Their plan was clear: immobilize and then amputate his limbs. It was a clever strategy, and they moved like a well-oiled machine, but it would only work against one, not two or three.  
 
    As I watched out of the corner of my eye, the stone giant swung its leg out in a great arch. Two of the dryads were slammed against the wall, and I heard the sound of shattered bone. They drew in wet gasps of air, and it was a familiar sound. Their ribs had probably been broken.  
 
    I needed to break apart the other giant. Quickly.  
 
    I launched myself again at my opponent, wrapped myself around him, and buried my claws as deep as I could manage into his stone skin. He let out a screech of agony, but I ignored his whine, tightened my grip around his chest, and faintly heard the crack of stone. One more twist, and I raked my claws up his torso and closed my claws around his neck. I didn’t know the anatomy of a stone giant, but I knew that very few things, no matter the world, could survive without a head.  
 
    The moment I ripped off the stone giant’s head, two things happened.  
 
    First, I felt a sensation in the back of my mind, like how I’d feel whenever I’d have a brilliant idea or managed to learn something difficult in a short amount of time. Like I’d accomplished an achievement. The other thing that happened was the stone giant I had wrapped myself around crumbled into a pile of stones.  
 
    Shouts erupted behind me, and the stone giant that remained moved toward the fallen dryads. The swordswoman ran and slammed her broadsword into the ground before the two dryads so that she could grab the attention of the giant, and the giant monster reached down to grab her before she could dodge.  
 
    Without thinking, I jumped up and closed my mouth around the joint of his shoulder. The arm holding the swordswoman crumbled, and relief rushed through my body when one of the uninjured dryads caught her in a bed of soft leaves. 
 
    I let go of the giant’s shoulder and clawed my way up his torso. Everytime my claws dug into his stone flesh I could hear the giant roar in pain. Deep cracks and gouges covered the body of the giant, and he frantically swung his arms around as he tried to dislodge me. A few of his blows hit me, but it almost felt like I was being smacked by a toddler, and I really didn’t feel any pain. 
 
    Once my face reached his neck, I reared my head, opened my maw as wide as I could, and clamped my fangs around his throat. The giant thrashed underneath me, and I dug my claws even further into his chest.  
 
    My eyes locked onto the swordswoman’s eyes as I tightened my death grip. Her eyes were a deep, dark gray. A storm caught in a beautiful face. 
 
    I twisted backward toward the water’s edge as the giant struggled beneath my jaws. The giant and I fell into the dark lake, and I tightened around him even as we sunk to the bottom. Through the rush of water, I could hear the telltale cracks that foretold the stone giant’s death. I kept a steady pressure on the stone giant’s neck as he thrashed, but it seemed he didn’t need air. The stone flesh of his neck continued to crack under my fangs, however, and I tightened myself around him even further. Finally, he shattered into millions of tiny pieces that continued to sink further and further down into the bottom of the lake.  
 
    I stared down into the dark water at the debris field for a moment and shook my head. I actually did it. I killed two stone giants. The feeling of triumph rose from my belly and heated my chest, and I felt my lips curl into a smile over my fangs. I swam to the surface of the lake and made my way back to the adventurers, and my mind spun with questions that I would ask them about this world and why I was here. 
 
    And they were going to give me some fucking answers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The adventurers eyed me warily when I climbed out of the lake, and I bit back a growl of frustration when one even lifted his weapon in my direction. Couldn’t they see that I had just helped them? I wasn’t an enemy. If I had wanted to kill them, I would have just helped the stone giants instead. Why would I risk my life trying to save them otherwise?  
 
    I could clearly hear the way their heartbeats had sped up, and I knew they were poised to flee at any moment. Then a thought suddenly crossed my mind.  
 
    They didn’t think I was the one who had killed all those people, did they? 
 
    “I mean you no harm,” I said as I crouched down and made myself seem as small as possible. A difficult thing to do since I towered over them. I also laid my head on the ground and did my best attempt at puppy eyes.  
 
    It may not have had the effect intended since they backed away even further.  
 
    “That is a bit hard to believe, Dragon.” The swordswoman stepped in front of the dryads protectively with her broadsword clutched tightly in one hand. 
 
    “Well, why else would I save you?” I asked as I focused my eyes on the warrior wolf-woman. I noticed earlier in the cave that my sight was dramatically improved, but now that I was actually looking at people, the detail I was picking up was all sorts of astounding. Colors were now more vibrant and every detail had sharpened so I could see every tear and scuff on her blood stained leather body armor.   
 
    “To trick us?” The swordswoman’s gray wolf ears laid flat against her head, and they framed the dark-gray long braid she had tied tightly at the crown of her head. Bruises mottled her supple olive skin, and I could easily pick out the veins that ran along the muscles of her arms and legs. Around her neck she wore a black leather gorget embroidered with a blue tree. I wondered what that meant as my gaze finally landed on her face. She was a real beauty, with thin eyebrows that arched over her stormy eyes, high cheekbones, and an elfin nose. My eyes trailed to her mouth, and blood dripped from her full lips. 
 
    Wolf Demi-Human: Internal bleeding and two fractured ribs.  
 
    Priority: Caution required. Wounds are slowly healing.  
 
    Status: Stable. No treatment necessary. 
 
    “Why would I trick you?” I rumbled, and if I could frown, I would.  
 
    “Because you are a Dragon? The answer seems obvious.” The swordswoman only widened her stance in response.  
 
    Saving their lives obviously hadn’t been enough, unless they thought I only did it because I wanted to eat them.  
 
    I wrinkled my nose at the thought. Just because I was apparently a dragon now didn’t mean I was going to eat people. 
 
    “His breath healed us!” one of the other dryad women interrupted. “Why would a dragon do that?” 
 
    “True.” The swordswoman wiped the blood from her mouth, and she hesitated as her eyes stared into mine. Finally, she took a deep breath and nodded. “Well met, Dragon, if we infringed upon your territory, you have our apologies. We had no knowledge of your presence. Your help was greatly appreciated.” 
 
    “Territory? I don’t live here.” I thought of the mass graves I had found earlier in the cave. I wasn’t a part of whatever horrors they had found. 
 
    “If you do not live here, Dragon, then why are you here?” the swordswoman asked as she raised one thin gray eyebrow at me.  
 
    A thousand possible explanations hovered on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t know what to say. What could I possibly say? I couldn’t even explain it to myself in a way that didn’t sound totally insane. I had found a dragon mask, stepped through a mirror in my aunt’s antique store, and ended up here.  
 
    Yup, that sounded totally bonkers.  
 
    I also doubted that they would believe me even if I tried to make it seem less insane, so I decided to settle for the simplest explanation with the least amount of facts. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I muttered. “One moment I was in my home, and then I was here. And my name’s Evan, not ‘dragon’.”  
 
    The adventurers stiffened at my words, and I tried to frown, but all I accomplished was twisting my lips against my fangs. 
 
    “Did I say something wrong?” I asked.  
 
    One of the dryads stepped forward. She looked almost human, but instead of “normal” colored hair, pale green curls were tied back in a long, loose braid, and eyes almost as light as her hair stared unblinkingly at me from a cherubic face. Her skin also looked a bit like the soft bark of a birch tree. It seemed both smooth but also may be textured, but I couldn’t tell for sure until I touched it. The woman moved slowly, as if she didn’t want to startle me, and then came to kneel on the ground before my great clawed feet. 
 
    “O merciful dragon known as Evan,” she intoned, “if this one may be so bold as to ask, when you came here, was there a great light?”  
 
    The dryad kept her gaze on the ground as she spoke, and I found that very strange. Her manner of speech was also very different from the almost casual way the swordswoman had spoken to me. I wasn’t sure if the respect came from saving them from the stone giants or from being a dragon, but I decided it wasn’t terrible. 
 
    I thought back to the storage room mirror, and it somehow felt like it had been years since I’d been there. That couldn’t be right, but I didn’t even have a guess as to how long I had been inside of this cave. With a sigh, I closed my eyes in order to remember what had happened clearly. There had been a strange light, and it came from within the mirror. I panicked and then, somehow, that same strange light had calmed me down. It pulled me in, and I followed. It had felt like a homecoming.  
 
    “There was a light, the color of gold, and it made everything around me glow, even the dust,” I murmured, and then I opened my eyes again to look at the dryad.  
 
    Her head snapped up at my words, and her pale green eyes widened to the size of saucers. She glanced back at her companions and worry colored her voice. “Someone summoned the black dragon here, but there’s no summoning circle nearby.” 
 
    I frowned. Summoned? Didn’t that usually require some sort of epic and all powerful deity that needed a world saved? My mind trailed off to all the games I played and shows I’d seen. There was always some type of fateful meeting where the protagonist got sent on their path, usually before they ended up in the new world.  
 
    If that’s what had happened to me, then I’d been shortchanged. Where was my hot goddess, damn it?  
 
    “Where am I?” I asked. “You seem just as confused as I am, and maybe we can help each other out.”  
 
    The adventures all shared a look, like they didn’t know how to respond. 
 
    “You are, perhaps, a long way from your home, Evan,” the swordswoman finally replied with a tired smile. “You’re near Hatra, in the southern edge of Rahma, if that is of any help. You’ll have to understand, we’ve seen many things, but we’ve never seen a black dragon.”  
 
    “Rahma? Are dragons rare here?” I wondered if that was the name of the world I had fallen into or if it was the country. Part of me was still waiting to wake up any second now, but the longer I sat here, the more it started to sink in that this was probably real.  
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    “You are in the world of Inati,” the kneeling dryad explained in a patient voice, “and while there are many dragons, there’s never been one with the color of your scales.”  
 
    I rubbed my snout with my claws and let out a low hiss. “Shit, well, is there a way to un-summon me? Can I go back to my world?”  
 
    The dryad shook her head apologetically. “A Celestial Divinity might be able to, but finding one and convincing them to do it is an entirely different matter.”  
 
    “A Celestial Divinity?” I shook my head. So, there potentially was a hot goddess out there for me to meet. That was too much to handle right now, though. It could wait for the time being. I exhaled shakily and looked up at the adventures with a strained attempt of a smile. “I’m sorry, I’ve been rude. What are your names?”  
 
    Once again, the adventurers shared a wide-eyed look, probably because a dragon has never healed them, saved them from stone giants, and then politely asked what their names were. 
 
    The first one to speak was the beautiful wolf-eared swordswoman, and her lips twitched in a half smile. “I am Laika of the Blue Tree. I would introduce myself properly by bowing, but my ribs would be quite unhappy with me at this moment. You'll have to forgive my own rudeness.”  
 
    I smiled at her, but before I could respond, the others cut in.  
 
    “I, Anton of the Blue Tree, offer my greetings,” the other wolf Demi-Human declared as he bent at the waist slowly with his hands placed on his thighs.  
 
    The three dryads spoke and also bowed as one. “We, Trina, Polina, and Marina of the Blue Tree offer our greetings.”  
 
    “The Blue Tree?” I leaned forward curiously and wondered if it was a clan or maybe even a town. They all wore gorgets embroidered with a blue tree, and now that I focused on it, I could feel that a subtle power emanated from it.  
 
    Leather Gorget: A protective aura exudes from this object. Healing is augmented when worn.  
 
    “The Blue Tree is a guild,” Laika explained with a patient yet proud smile, “easily the most famous of all the guilds that can be found within Rahma. There is no other guild within a thousand miles that can hold a candle to us.”  
 
    I smirked at that. “Famous doesn’t come cheap.” 
 
    Laika smirked back. “We are most definitely quite expensive. But we often perform charitable requests. We aren’t heartless.” 
 
    “Ahh,” I said as my eyes rested on her gorget again. “Is that why you each have magical healing gorgets? Is it a perk because your guild is so powerful?” 
 
    “How do you know our gorgets heal us?” Polina stepped closer to me with awe in her eyes.  
 
    “You don’t see the words in the air? It’s like a status--” I trailed off as I realized they wouldn’t know what a video game was. “It’s like I can see words floating over you guys, and it tells me what things are and how badly you are hurt.” 
 
    The adventurers collectively blinked at me.  
 
    “Wait, you guys can’t do that?” I asked as I looked between them. 
 
    “No,” Laika dryly replied, “generally only those blessed by the gods can tell what a magical item does but they don’t see words, they just sense it. Priests and priestesses as well as champions and paladins, but they tend to charge for those services.” 
 
    “Well, I can see the words.” I shrugged my massive shoulders. 
 
    “Is that something dragons can do?” Marina murmured to Polina.  
 
    “We haven’t really talked much with dragons, so how would I know that?” Polina frowned as she tapped her finger against her lips. 
 
    “What does it look like, Dragon Evan? Do they scroll, or flash, or do they just kinda fade away?” Trina waved her arms in the air and swayed as she spoke. 
 
    “You look ridiculous, you aren’t a reed,” Marina snickered into her hand. 
 
    Trina pouted. “I’m just trying to figure out how it works, aren’t you curious about it all?”  
 
    “Obviously it’s not going to be normal magic, he’s a dragon,” Polina sighed. 
 
    “Well, then how does dragon magic work, sister, if you are so knowledgeable?” Trina scoffed. 
 
    “How the dragon sees the magic doesn’t matter at the moment.” Laika shook her head as she took control of the conversation again. “We’ll leave that discussion for when we’re back at Hatra and have completed our mission.”   
 
    It was clear to me that the swordswoman was the leader of the group. They deferred to her leadership, and she was ready to sacrifice herself for them. That much had been evident from the earlier fight. She was loyal and fiercely protective of her own. I was sure that if I had turned out to be an enemy, she would have done everything, and more, in her power to protect her comrades. 
 
    “Mission? Is that why you’re in the cave? Were you asked to kill those stone giants?” I questioned as I leaned forward. While the crystals and luminescent fish had been beautiful sights, the mountain of bones had led me to believe that this wasn’t a place anyone went to for fun.  
 
    “Not exactly,” Anton grumbled quietly. 
 
    “Then why are you here?” I pressed. “You guys are here by choice, and I figure you weren’t the ones to summon me. You have to admit, it was perfect timing, though.”  
 
    Two of the dryads giggled melodiously at my words, and then they chirped in a cheerful chorus. “It was indeed. You swooped out of the lake and surprised us all. Even the giants! Then you healed us and saved us instead of eating us. How did you do that? There’s never been a dragon that can heal people, they just kill.”  
 
    “Really? I surprised them? I thought they just looked constipated.” My halfhearted attempt at a joke drew out more giggles from the lovely dryads. “I’ve honestly no idea how I healed you, it kinda just happened. I wanted to help.” 
 
    It really had been me that healed them then. I had meant to breathe fire, but instead I’d somehow healed. I wasn’t sure just how that worked out, but I was grateful for it. Five lives had been saved, and that’s what mattered to me. Now wasn’t the time to overthink it or freak out about it. What was done was done.  
 
    “As amusing as that may be, you have a point,” Laika sighed as she pulled her braided hair over her shoulder and picked out the debris caught in it. “If you hadn’t appeared when you did, we may not have gotten out of this wretched place alive. We owe you our lives.”  
 
    “You weren’t expecting them?” I glanced at the wide field of rubble that surrounded us. Some of the boulders were the size of my Jeep, even bigger.  
 
    Oh shit, my Jeep … Aunt Emma would be so mad that I left it in front of her shop. I had so much to explain when I managed to get back to my own world. Hopefully, I’d be able to return to the storage room at the moment in time right after I left. 
 
    That’s how magical teleportation worked, right?  
 
    I really was grasping at straws now.  
 
    “We expected the usual cave dwellers. Bats and serpent creatures, the odd cave troll or two. But this many stone giants?” Laika scoffed and threw a rock she had pulled out of her braid. It echoed down the tunnel and ricocheted against a wall. “They’re solitary creatures. You can find two at most together at any given time. We felled one a short walk from the surface. We were ready for the second one. The last three were a nightmare.”  
 
    “Is it that unusual? There’s never been that many together before?” I asked as I leaned back to stare at the crystals on the ceiling.  
 
    “The circumstances have to be just right,” Polina said as she shook her head, “and the most common way is if a demon lord had gathered them here.”  
 
    My eyes went wide as I snapped my gaze to the dryad. Demon lords now, too? Next they were going to tell me they rode here on a unicorn.  
 
    “And if there’s a demon lord down in this cave, that means we were on the right path,” Anton said as he stood and stretched, “and there’s surely something precious here.”  
 
    “Is that why you were so antsy around me earlier?” I cocked my head to the side. It made sense, once I thought about it. If a group of stone giants would only appear at the behest of a demon lord or something like that, and then I suddenly burst out from a lake like a jack-in-a-box, I’d be a little terrified, too.  
 
    “We were even less prepared to face a dragon,” Laika dryly replied.  
 
    “I probably should have thought through that entrance. Sorry,” I rumbled.  
 
    “Don’t apologize.” Laika shrugged. “Your entrance saved us, after all.”  
 
    I half expected her to wince, but apparently her ribs had finished healing by then because another series of words flashed across my vision.  
 
    Wolf Demi-Human: No injuries detected.  
 
    Priority: None. 
 
    Status: Healthy. No treatment necessary. 
 
    I was impressed. It’d only been fifteen or twenty minutes at the most. If people healed like that back on Earth, I would probably have had to study something else. 
 
    “What were you saying earlier about the quest?” I asked as I guided the conversation back to why they were in the cave to begin with.  
 
    Laika’s ears popped forward, and I found myself entranced by the way they twitched and moved. “Hatra, the place we mentioned before, is plagued by miasma.”  
 
    “Miasma?” I echoed. “What’s that?” 
 
    Laika stared at me oddly. “It is an evil force that looks like smoke. Do you not have it in your own world?”  
 
    I shook my head in response to the swordswoman’s question. “We have smog and pollution from dirty air, but I’m getting the feeling that this miasma is something else.”  
 
    “You’d be right to say that,” Laika grunted, and a shadow passed over her face. “Miasma is total corruption, a cruel creation by the demons and fallen mages that threaten our world. It corrupts and decays whatever breathes it in. A quick death would be a mercy. It is pure suffering.” The swordswoman dug her nails into her palms so tightly that I could smell blood from where she pierced the skin. “We’d been led to believe that there was a cure for it down here. But she was wrong. Her vision didn’t lead us to what she said it would.”  
 
    “She?” I asked. From the way Laika had spoken, I got the feeling that she had lost someone precious to the miasma or to the demons that created it. I knew well how it felt to lose someone you loved.  
 
    “A priestess offered us a small fortune to help a village, if you could even call Hatra that anymore,” Marina chimed in. “She said she had foreseen we’d find something down here that could stop it. An herb or some enchanted object.” Marina leaned forward, and her hands were wrapped tightly around her bow and quiver. “The money was good, but Hatra? Any sane adventurer worth their salt knows to avoid Hatra. The miasma that plagues the town is enough to drown the capital. It’s a miracle the town even still stands.” 
 
    “How many has the miasma killed?” I inquired. My heart was in my throat, and I thought of what I could do to help. I didn’t even know the first thing about fighting against a magical disease, but I would sure as hell try. It wouldn’t be right if I just left and parted ways with Laika and the rest after they’d told me about Hatra. Maybe there was something I could do to help, something I had learned from my EMT courses that this world didn’t know about.  
 
    “Not many,” Polina replied. “The majority of Hatra was destroyed generations ago by the miasma, but it returns periodically to plague the descendents who remain and have no place else to go. These attacks used to come once every few months, but recently they have been increasing in frequency. Now, Hatra is attacked every other night, but with the constant warring, the government doesn’t have the manpower to help such a place.”  
 
    “I’ll go,” I said as I stretched my neck. “Take me there.” 
 
    It was my duty as an EMT to help people, so finding my way back home would have to wait until after I had ensured that the people of Hatra were safe and healthy. 
 
    One of Laika’s ears twitched as she studied me carefully. “Why? Why do you want to go to Hatra?” 
 
    The ears of the two wolf Demi-Humans swiveled in my direction, and they watched me with dilated eyes. The dryads leaned in closer, and their expressions were surprised, too.  
 
    I frowned and looked for the right words. I wasn’t sure if they had doctors in this world, but they surely had to have something similar.  
 
    “I am a student of healing,” I explained as best I could. “I help people who are in need. Those who are sick and those who are attacked or are in need of a helping hand. I can’t let anyone suffer knowing that there is something I can do about it.”  
 
    “You’re a strange dragon,” Polina remarked as she studied me curiously.  
 
    “Yes he is.” Laika considered me for one long moment, and her stormy eyes were unreadable. Then a small smile made its way onto her face as she stood and stretched. “Well, you did manage to save us from those giants. So, I guess we’ll take you with us to Hatra. Speaking of which, we’d best be heading back if we want to get there before noon. Do you need to take anything with you?”  
 
     “Um, no. I’m good,” I replied.  
 
    The swordswoman nodded and rolled her shoulders. Trina smirked and bounded ahead, and her short curls bounced in the air around her. The two remaining dryads, Polina and Marina, placed their hands on my forelegs.  
 
    “So, Evan, how old are you?” Marina was the first to speak. 
 
    “I’m twenty-five,” I answered absentmindedly as I looked back over the lake and wondered when I’d see it again. I hadn’t been in the cave for long, but it was the first place I’d landed in this world. It was a slight chance, but I wondered if I could return home through this very cave.  
 
    Well, not that it was a priority at the moment. Right now that was Hatra, and I’d give the village and its residents my full attention.  
 
    I turned away from the lake, but then I came to an abrupt halt. I hadn’t noticed that everyone had stopped to look at me with shocked eyes and open mouths.  
 
    “You’ve lived that many thousands of years?” The fur along Laika’s tail twitched as she questioned me, and her gray eyes were wide as the moon. 
 
    My brow furrowed at the thought of living for so long. “No, I mean only twenty-five years old.”  
 
    The silence only grew, and I laughed nervously. I’d said something strange again. 
 
    “According to the lore, a baby dragon is twenty-five years old.” Polina shook her head. “If you’re twenty-five, and you’re already as big as a stone giant…” The dryad trailed off, and her green eyes were narrowed in thought.  
 
    “You’re only going to get bigger,” Laika finished for the dryad, and I glimpsed a hint of awe and contemplation in her eyes before it slid behind a stormy wall. “And you took down two stone giants nearly entirely by yourself.”  
 
    “Only because the five of you distracted one of them,” I pointed out. “If the two of them had gone up against me at once, it wouldn’t have been as easy.”  
 
    “Well, we are amazing.” Polina nodded. 
 
    A thought suddenly occurred to me, and I glanced down in concern at the two dryads on my forelegs. “Weren’t the two of you hurt?”  
 
    Two Dryads: No injuries detected.  
 
    Priority: None. 
 
    Status: Healthy. No treatment necessary. 
 
    And there were those strange words again. At least they were helpful. 
 
    The two dryads snickered in amusement, and Laika let out a sigh. It was the same sigh that Aunt Emma would let out anytime I had been an annoyance or tried a lame joke on her.  
 
    I wondered how old they all were. The dryads seemed like they were teenagers, but I couldn’t be sure how dryads aged. For all I knew, they could be hundreds of years older than me.  
 
    “Don’t torture him,” Laika chided. “He’s worried about the two of you.” 
 
    “Dryads don’t have bones like most of the other races on Inati,” Marina smiled up at me impishly. “We are like young bamboo or reeds, we bend and sway, but we don’t break.”  
 
    My eyes widened. “That’s impressive.” That was definitely an advantage in a fight. If they lacked bones, they would easily get out of any jiu jitsu hold. All they had to do was twist and slip, and they’d be out.  
 
    The two dryads smiled and let go of my forelegs to run ahead and find their sister. Their sweet laughter echoed in the cave, and I couldn’t help the fond smile that stretched on my face. Then I found an easy pace with Laika as Anton trailed behind us.  
 
    We walked in silence for a while, and I strained to hear the sounds that would hint at the entrance of the cave. I wondered how the outside world would look like and what fantastical things awaited me. There could be any manner of exotic plants and creatures that existed only in stories and games. I’d already met giants made of stone, wolf Demi-Humans, and dryads. Anything could wait for me up there.  
 
    Maybe even more dragons.  
 
    A thrill of excitement raced up my spine at the thought, but it was quickly tempered as I thought about what we were marching toward.  
 
    “So tell me more about this miasma,” I said to Laika as we continued to walk side by side. I wanted to have as much information as possible about this plague before we reached Hatra.  
 
    The swordswoman sighed and tapped her fingers against her thigh. “The miasma does not just kill as we told you. It causes the body to decay and it makes the victim go on a mad rampage. Those who don’t die fall under the control of demon lords and fallen mages in order to spread this vicious plague.”  
 
    I stared down at the swordswoman in horror. “That sounds awful.” 
 
    Awful … but familiar. A zombie infection, that’s what the miasma sounded more and more like to me. I couldn’t be sure if it was viral or bacterial until I found out more, but with the way I had been told it behaved and spread, I leaned toward it being similar to a viral infection. 
 
    Of course, this world was magic, so it could just be a magic zombie virus cloud.  
 
    Laika’s gray tail swished behind her as she talked. “The priestess we mentioned before is working on a way to save them, but she alone isn’t enough. That’s why we came down here.”  
 
    “Is she the only one who’s tried to find a cure?” I inquired. I wondered about this priestess and how she had known that there would be something down in the cave. I doubted that she had expected the adventurers to find me instead. Though, maybe the priestesses here would be the equivalent of doctors back on Earth. I wouldn’t be surprised if it were so. The ancient priests and priestesses on Earth had done the same once upon a time. 
 
    “Many have tried over the years,” Laika replied with a frown. “They all failed. This priestess has gotten the closest to it, and she sent us here because of a vision. She said that what she needed would be inside this cave. Instead, we found you.” Laika lifted one perfect, gray eyebrow as she turned toward me. “Let’s pray that you’ll be just as good, if not better.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m just what you needed,” I chuckled. “I mean, you saw how I took down those stone giants. The miasma will be a piece of cake.” 
 
    I was obviously joking, but I wanted to bring a smile back to the Demi-Human’s face. A shadow had passed behind her eyes when she spoke of the miasma, and I wanted to chase it away. 
 
    Laika stared back at me with an unimpressed stormy eye.  
 
    “How did you do that?” she suddenly asked me.  
 
    “Did what?” Absently, I wondered if the fur on her ears was thick and coarse or fine and soft. I doubted the proud swordswoman would tell me.  
 
    She tilted her head back toward the lake behind us. “The way you took down those stone giants. I’ve never seen anything like that.” 
 
    “Well, I am a dragon.” 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted with a nod, “but you grabbed their joints and bent them at strange angles.”  
 
    “Well, it’s a type of martial arts back … where I come from.” I shook my head as I thought of home. 
 
    “Yes, we have our own fighting styles and arts,” the swordswoman mused with a nod. “But that style, you used their limbs and their weight against them so easily.”  
 
    I smirked cheekily at her. “It helps when you’re the same size and not smaller than one of their fingers.”  
 
    “Undoubtedly so, I wouldn’t be able to use such a technique against something that size.” Laika breathed out a husky laugh that sent a shiver down my spine, but I shook it off.  
 
    It was the damp, it had to be.  
 
    “Well, the founding principle is that a smaller and weaker person can defend themselves against someone much bigger and stronger,” I began to explain. “Especially if they’re heavier, which those stone giants definitely were.”  
 
    I launched into an easy explanation of martial arts, a topic I knew well, as the ground beneath our feet slowly changed. With each step we took, the air became cleaner and fresher. I didn’t know how, but I could smell sunlight. It reminded me of my childhood and happiness.  
 
    “What about the damage caused to the attacker?” the Demi-Human questioned. “Is there a way to subdue them without harming them?”  
 
    There was an edge to Laika’s voice that hadn’t been there before, and I glanced at her curiously from the corner of my eye. 
 
    “Well, yeah.” I shrugged my massive shoulders. “There’re a ton of different chokeholds that’ll knock anyone out in three seconds flat.” I tilted my head, confused at the turn the conversation had taken. “You’re pretty strong though, a single hit from that broadsword of yours, and I’m sure almost anyone would be out for the count.” 
 
    “But there’s a danger if I use my broadsword on any one of the corrupted.” Laika shook her head. “We need to subdue them, not kill them. They aren’t at fault for what the miasma does to them.” 
 
     I nodded slowly in understanding. “And knocking them unconscious, that stops them from rampaging, got it. Too bad I can’t show you my moves in this body.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just shift into a humanoid form?” Laika asked as she raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I came to a stop as I swung my head to look at her. 
 
    “How can you not know this?” Laika tilted her head in amusement. “Dragons are shapeshifters, at least according to every piece of lore I’ve ever read.” 
 
    “Not from this world, remember?” I sat down on my hindlegs. “So are you telling me I can shift back into my human form?” 
 
    That would make things much simpler. As awesome as my dragon body was, I still wasn’t used to compensating for my extra limbs and massive frame. I didn’t want to walk into Hatra and accidently level a house with a sweep of my tail. 
 
    Laika shrugged. “I am not a dragon. I do not know for sure, but that is what the lore says.”  
 
    “I’m not really a dragon either, actually,” I said. “ But, based on your lore, do you know how I can achieve this shapeshifting?” 
 
    “Dragons are very powerful,” Laika laughed. “They just visualize, and then they become what they wish.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll try it,” I said as I started to think about changing. I just had to picture myself back in my human body, and I should be a human again. Right?  
 
    Man, I really hoped I didn’t end up with any weird limbs in any weird places.  
 
    I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Then I thought back to how it felt to use my healing powers. Maybe my shapeshifting abilities would work instinctively like that.  
 
    I tried to recall that feeling as I sat there and concentrated. At first, nothing happened, and I could feel Laika’s eyes on me as she waited expectantly. For a moment I thought this wasn’t going to work, but then I started to feel something.  
 
    It was hard to describe at first. It began as a sort of … softness that spread throughout my body, like floating in a bath of warm water. I honed in on that sensation, and I realized it felt oddly … familiar, like I had done this a thousand times already. I let that feeling guide my mind, and then, like a light switch being flipped, my body slowly began to shift and shrink in size. 
 
    Shock spread through me when I realized what I was doing, but I shoved the thought aside for now. I could do this. Something inside me told me I was born for this.  
 
    As I concentrated on the feeling, my scales became softer and softer until I couldn’t feel them anymore. My claws shrank in size, as did my fangs, though they remained just as sharp as before. Then I felt my bones shift and restructure themselves as they merged back into my smaller human frame. My muscles did the same, and the sinews and tendons became smaller and fewer.  
 
    I heard a faint gasp as I changed my form, but I ignored it as the strange sensation began to recede back into me.  
 
    I blinked my eyes open and was surprised to find my point of view had also changed. The ceiling of the tunnel had risen far above me, and the stalactites that hung from the ceiling now seemed smaller than my own fangs and claws.  
 
    I brought my hand up to my face and flexed my fingers. My hand was human, but I still had claws that were capable of tearing through stone. And I wore the opera costume Aunt Emma had brought back from Sichuan province.  
 
    My eyes went wide as I looked down at myself. I’d actually done it.  
 
    I’d shapeshifted.  
 
    This day was getting weirder and weirder.  
 
    “Wow! So handsome!” Trina had darted back to where Laika and I had stopped, and she stood in front of me with a playful light in her eyes. “Much less scaly and ferocious.”  
 
    “I’m happy that you approve,” I laughed and bowed with a flourish. As awesome as being a dragon was, it felt good to be back in my human body again. Then I turned to the swordswoman beside me with a grin. “What do you think, Laika?” 
 
    The Demi-Human dragged her stormy grey eyes from the top of my head to the soles of my feet.  
 
    “Passable, maybe,” she remarked nonchalantly. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I looked down at myself and back up at the Demi-Human in time to catch a small smirk on her face. 
 
    “Nevermind her, my sisters have to see you!” Trina exclaimed as she latched onto my arm and dragged me down the tunnel. 
 
    Slowly, the path became steeper as we walked up to the surface, and I could make out more piles of boulders, no doubt from the other giants that they had fought against and won. 
 
    Suddenly, we came upon the entrance, and sunlight poured in from the opening. I could even see hints of clear blue skies through the opening, and excitement filled me.  
 
    “Is that the entrance?” I asked rhetorically, and the words just tumbled out of my mouth as I trembled with anticipation. I would finally see this grand new world I had ended up in and not the darkness of the cave.  
 
    “That’s it!” Trina chirped. “Come on, the others are waiting!”  
 
    I dashed along with the dryad to the opening where her sisters and Anton waited, and I could hear Laika laugh at my back.  
 
    As we reached the rest of the group, I saw Anton’s ears perk straight up when he caught sight of me, and his hand drifted toward the hilt of his sword suspiciously.  
 
    “Put that away, silly,” Trina chided as she let go of my arm and stepped forward. “Can’t you see this is just Evan? I’ll admit, though, he’s much more appealing in this form.” 
 
    “I agree,” Polina giggled as she and Marina came to stand beside me and drew their hands over my costume. “But you still have your scales! How marvelous.” 
 
    Marina had pushed up the sleeves of my robe and looked at the patches of black scales that covered my forearms. “They’re so smooth,” she gasped in delight. 
 
    “A little warning would have been nice,” Anton grumbled as his ears fell, and he let go of his sword.  
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized with a grin. “Last minute costume change.” 
 
    The Demi-Human looked at me strangely, but then shook his head and muttered something under his breath in a language I didn’t recognize. 
 
    While the three dryads continued to coo over my human form, I turned my attention to the mouth of the cave.  
 
    And my jaw dropped open in awe.  
 
    Crystalline skies of pure blue filled my gaze. Three moons were visible in the sky, and each one was a different size, though they were all a similar color. They glowed vividly with a silver hue that faded into the brilliant blue of the sky like the thinnest layer of silk.  
 
    I walked forward as if in a dream and glanced down. We were on a cliff as a forest of vivid green stretched out for miles before me, and the forest was an expansive canopy of vegetation that I didn’t recognize.  
 
    But I could smell it. I could see it. I could hear it.  
 
    I could feel it too, all the small creeks and streams that were within the forest, all the life that was teeming in the world before me. I could hear and smell it all.   
 
    Again, I felt that overwhelming sensation of home that overpowered every other instinct. I wanted to jump and soar through the air. I wanted to fly in those brilliant blue skies.  
 
    I felt as if I could fly up to the three moons that hung in the sky. There were no chains, nothing that would stop me from stretching out my hands and wings in order to reach the heavens. I felt like a kid standing in an open field. I just wanted to run as fast as I could, jump, and reach my arm up so that I could touch the endless blue sky. 
 
    But now I had wings, I could really touch the sky if I wanted. 
 
    In that moment, I wished my mother and Aunt Emma could have been here to see this. It was so beautiful, and the sensation of being here… it was just like when I had stepped through the mirror. It was home, although I knew that I hadn’t been born here or grew up here, or even knew anything about this world until now.  
 
    I was still lost and confused, but I knew one truth.  
 
    This was my home. This was where I was meant to be.  
 
    Everything felt right in my heart, as if I had been here all along. All the smells were familiar, all the sounds were ones I’d heard somewhere, in a dream from my childhood, perhaps. It felt so right, I thought my heart would burst from the happiness.  
 
    This was the missing puzzle piece to my life, one that I hadn’t even known was missing from me.  
 
    I breathed in the air, and it smelled of clove and spice, just like Aunt Emma’s favorite pipe mix.  
 
    I laughed and felt something drip on my cheek. When I brought my hand up and wiped gently at my face, a tear gleamed on my claws. My heart was so full and so happy that tears fell from my eyes without me knowing why or when.  
 
    “Welcome, Evan, to the nation of Rahma,” Laika declared as she leaned against the edge of the opening of the cave and smiled fondly. “This is our beautiful world, and now it’s yours as well.”  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 3 
 
    Hatra was a city of ruins.  
 
    Shattered walls and broken towers filled the horizon as the adventurers and I stepped out of the forest. I could see what was once a domed palace loom behind the broken walls, but holes littered the dome. It was a wonder the palace was still standing, because in my dragon form, I could easily fit in each of those massive holes many times over. It looked like a city of the dead. There was nothing but ash and dust in the air, and I could smell death and decay on the wind. 
 
    As I looked over the expanse of the ruins, my eyes traced each building and wall, and I could almost imagine what Hatra would have looked like before it was destroyed. It would have been a brilliant city that gleamed in the morning light, with brightly colored crystal windows and highly decorated walls. I thought back to how Laika had said it was leveled so long ago.  
 
    How could anyone still live here?  
 
    “That is what remains of Hatra.” Laika stood next to me, and there was sorrow in her stormy eyes at the state of the once great city. “The village where most of the population lives is just after the inner wall.”  
 
    “No one has ever tried to rebuild it?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    The beautiful swordswoman shook her head. “It’s impossible. Hatra has already been abandoned by Rahma. It is just a casualty in this unending war against the demons.”  
 
    I stared at the ruins and realized it had to have been a city of tens of thousands. It was hard to imagine the city in its prime now, though.  
 
    “You said it was destroyed by demons,” I said as I turned back to Laika. “Does anyone know why they targeted Hatra?”  
 
    The Demi-Human shook her head. “If anyone once knew, it’s been long forgotten. There has been too much death in this place for any memories to remain.”  
 
    The dryads, with their ever present glee and delight, ran ahead of us. They ducked through the holes in the wall closest to us, and my eyes followed them. There was something odd, though, something that lingered on the very edges of my senses, so I looked around and then glanced upward in search of the strange presence.  
 
    On the top of a ruined tower stood a barefoot young woman in a short dress of dark purple, and long, wide sleeves trailed along the floor of the tower. Even with the distance between us, my heightened eyesight took in every detail of the strange woman. Her eyes drew me in first. They were scorching and powerful amethysts that glittered with an unseen flame. Full, dark brows arched over her brilliant eyes, and they drew the breath from my lungs. Then the wind shifted the veil that covered the lower half of her face, and I could see full lips and high cheekbones.  
 
    Her raven hair fluttered in the wind, and I realized with a jolt that she wore a familiar hairpin in her hair. It was the same one that Aunt Emma had shown me before I’d ended up in this world. I gaped at the sight, and the flower dangled in the wind as it mocked me with its presence.  
 
    “Laika, who is that?” I asked as I motioned up to the woman on top of the broken tower. 
 
    The Demi-Human frowned and followed my line of sight, but then delight spread across her beautiful face as she saw the other woman. “The priestess!”  
 
    This was the priestess? I had thought she would have been a decrepit old woman, but she wasn’t. Even at a distance, she seemed somehow more alive and vivid than anything I had seen in the short time I’d been in this new world.  
 
    Besides me, the two wolves picked up their pace, and by the time we had crossed the short distance to the broken tower, the priestess waited for us at its steps with her hands hidden inside her long sleeves. 
 
    Classification: Unknown. 
 
    Status: Fatigued.  
 
    The words flashed before my eyes again, and all my senses prickled in her presence. She was like a white fire that illuminated the darkness of the night, but it was noon, and there was no darkness near us but the ghosts of the dead that lingered in Hatra. I didn’t know if I was seeing things or if my senses had betrayed me. I didn’t know what she was or if she was even human. I looked over to the adventurers, but they were nonplussed by the priestess’s appearance. 
 
    “Is it me or is she glowing?” I whispered to Trina.  
 
    The dryad glanced at the priestess and shook her head.  
 
    “It’s just you.” Trina wrinkled her nose and went to lean on one of her sisters.  
 
    “Welcome back,” the priestess intoned as she nodded to the swordswoman beside me. “We have food ready for you, Dame Laika.” Her voice was rich like wine and with a lilting sweetness that I couldn’t place. It was an entrancing voice, full of hints of pleasure that trailed down my spine. Just the sound of her voice promised endless nights on a silken bed. 
 
    “Thank you, my Lady.” Laika’s eyes softened as she stood before the priestess, and the proud swordswoman seemed almost shy.  
 
    I wondered what the relationship between the two of them was. There seemed to be a great deal of respect shared between the two of them. 
 
    “How fared your journey into the cave?” The priestess rose one thick eyebrow in amusement before the shining eyes found my own, and they glimmered like the amethyst gems I had compared them to earlier. “And is this the dragon you found so deep in the cave?”  
 
    I drew in a sharp breath of air as I stepped forward and bowed before the priestess. “My name is Evan, my Lady. How did you know that I’m a dragon?” 
 
    From beneath her thin veil, she smiled sweetly. “I am a priestess, Sir Evan. My eyes see more than most can see. It is both a curse and a blessing.” 
 
    “I am not a sir,” I protested as the priestess stepped around me in a circle. “I’m just Evan.” 
 
    She came to a stop in front of me, and her head barely came to my shoulders. My eyes followed the way her dress clung to the beautiful curves of her body, and I swallowed thickly. The fabric of her dress hummed lightly in the air as she moved, and I could hear the slow and steady beat of her heart.  
 
    “You are a strange dragon. Were you all that was in that cave?” She tilted her head in curiosity, and her gemlike eyes gleamed again.  
 
    “Uhhh, nooooo,” I said, and the words felt like honey in my mouth. The desire to dress her in nothing but dripping jewels that matched her eyes rose in my mind. I bit the inside of my cheek to chase the urge away. 
 
    “There were five stone giants down there,” Laika cut in. “We would have died if it weren’t for him. He fought the giants and healed us of our wounds.” The swordswoman patted me on my back, and if it had been before I’d become a dragon, the strength of it would have knocked me to the ground. Even so, her touch had grounded me from the erotic visions my mind had conjured of the priestess.  
 
    “You’re going to give me a big head,” I chuckled modestly. “The five of you took down three.” I smirked at the wolf beside me, and she snorted in response, but her ears twitched and betrayed her amusement.  
 
    The priestess, however, did not look so amused. 
 
    “Giants?” she questioned. “Here? But there haven’t been any sighted in the area for more than three decades.” Her sweet smile faded, and a smell that reminded me of thunderstorms and lightning filled the air. But just as quickly as it had happened, it went away, and the priestess smiled again. “I am forgetting my manners. Please, Sir Evan, forgive me. I am no lady as Dame Laika continually insists. I am a traveling priestess who bears the name Alyona.” 
 
    She curtsied with such smooth grace that any grand princess or prima ballerina would be considered clumsy next to her.  
 
    I returned the deep curtsey with a bow of my own. “You haven’t been rude. I was an unexpected guest after all.”  
 
    “Unexpected does not need to mean unpleasing.” The gemstone eyes of the priestess measured me, and she tapped a finger against her veiled check. “Dame Laika, you said he healed you?” 
 
    “That he did, my Lady,” the Demi-Human replied. “Instead of breathing fire upon us, he healed us. He had no duty to us, but he fought for us and swore to come and help Hatra.” The swordswoman stood ramrod straight at my side as she vouched for me.  
 
    The priestess’s pretty eyes went wide, and she grasped onto my hand. “You can heal?”  
 
    “Well, I uh--” I started to say before she cut me off.  
 
    “Follow me, quickly!” she exclaimed, and then she spun on her heel and began to march away with me in tow.  
 
    I was surprised, first by the spark of fire that her touch lit inside of me, and second by the strength that the small priestess possessed to be able to drag me away. From how big I had been in my dragon form, I had to weigh as much as an elephant did, maybe even more. I didn’t think it meant that my human form weighed the same, but I could feel that I still had the same dragon strength. Even Laika, who waved a great sword around as if it were a feather, could barely budge me.  
 
    How was this priestess able to?  
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I asked as we broke into a hurried jog. I easily kept pace with Alyona, because even though the priestess moved quickly, she was short, and my legs were longer.  
 
    Laika followed us while the other wolf, Anton, left as he called after us something about searching for food.  
 
    The jade flower that dangled from Alyona’s hairpin danced as she increased the speed of her strides. “To the infirmary. There are many there that need help. I have to warn you, however, it isn’t a pretty sight nor a tolerable smell.”  
 
    My jaw tightened as I remembered the car accidents I had worked and all the trauma victims I had struggled to stabilize. “Don’t worry, I’m used to the sight and scent of sickness.”  
 
    “Not to this, you are not.” Alyona glanced at me over her shoulders, and her dark eyes were impassive. “This is death and decay.”  
 
    The smell reached my nose long before we entered the ancient hall that had been turned into an infirmary of sorts. Alyona had been right to call it death and decay. I could smell a sickly sweetness that reminded me of long rotted fruits and the rank putridness of meat left out in the sun. It wasn’t a smell anyone could forget, the sweetest smell imaginable coupled with the rankest of meats. I remembered this from my classes.  
 
    It really was the smell of death. 
 
    Laika remained outside of the infirmary with her eyes downcast and nose wrinkled because of the strong smell.  
 
    I didn’t blame her. I half wanted to stay away from the sheer reek of the hall as well.  
 
    But the great hall wasn’t full of corpses on the verge of decay, it was filled to the brim with the dying. Even with all the blood and death I had seen while working as an EMT, this was enough to shock me.  
 
    On makeshifts beds that lined the length of the hall were at least a dozen villagers, each of them in various stages of the miasma induced illness that had taken hold of them. Their veins bulged out of their skin, and they were a dark and angry purple. Some of the patients were racked with horrible coughs, others puked blood.  
 
    I could see that their lips were chapped and cracked, and their fingernails were just as cracked as their lips. My eyes picked out the telltale signs of anemia and dehydration. I didn’t know how the miasma affected the body, but I would learn quickly.  
 
    As if on cue, those mysterious words flashed before my eyes again.  
 
    Classification: Six fox Demi-Humans, two cat Demi-Humans, five humans.  
 
    Priority: Immediate healing required. 
 
    Status: Terminally ill.  
 
    This was much worse than I thought.  
 
    “The miasma did this?” I asked quietly. Next to me, I could barely make out the grim look on Alyona’s pretty face from underneath her veil.  
 
    “They fall ill faster than I can heal them, and then the miasma rolls in again when I think they’re safe. Every other night it comes, and the corruption takes root deeper and deeper each time they inhale the miasma. It’s a never-ending war.” The priestess shook her head as she stared out into the hall. “They are rotting away from the inside, and more fall to the miasma every time.”  
 
    “How have you been healing them?” I asked as my eyes studied the way the infirmary had been set up. For having so many ill in one space, it was remarkably clean and well organized. I wondered if Alyona had any help in maintaining the infirmary. At the very end of the hall was a space blocked off by hanging tapestries, and I could smell herbs and candle wax waft from that area. 
 
    “I … can purify the energy inside of them, by separating the miasma that’s seeped into their bodies and pulling it out,” Alyona answered, but she suddenly seemed even smaller than before. “But I am alone in taking care of them. I forbid the other villagers from entering for fear that they may catch the illness, too. It’s happened before.”  
 
    I turned sharply to look at her. “How haven’t you fallen sick from the miasma if it’s happened to others?” 
 
    “The miasma cannot harm priestesses such as I,” she replied simply. 
 
    I focused on the priestess that stood next to me. There was something strange to her words, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I tried to call up those strange but informative words again, and after a moment of deep concentration, it worked. 
 
    Classification: Unknown. 
 
    Status: Fatigued. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t as helpful as I hoped.  
 
    Inwardly, I frowned. There had to be more I could find out. Surely there was something more than fatigued that could give me a clue as to how much the priestess had pushed herself.  
 
    I concentrated again, and this time, another line of text appeared.  
 
    Classification: Unknown. 
 
    Priority: Sufficient rest will help recovery. 
 
    Status: Fatigued due to continued overuse of power.  
 
    I sighed. At least that was something.  
 
    “How long have you been in Hatra?” I asked as I focused on Alyona’s violet eyes again. “Taking care of them, I mean.”  
 
    “A month, give or take two days I think.” She frowned prettily. “And before that, another almost a full month.” 
 
    I suddenly remembered a study on rats that had been deprived of sleep. Some had died by the fourteenth day, and the rest had all been dead by the thirty-second day. There’d been a man, in China, who had died after staying awake for eleven days straight.  
 
    I rubbed my face, careful to keep my claws away. I hoped that the priestess would be fine. 
 
    “Okay, right, you’re going to go sit down before you faint,” I instructed as I pointed at one of the empty chairs next to us.  
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Alyona blinked at me in surprise, and even underneath her thin veil, I could see that her lips had formed a pretty pout.  
 
    “You’re no help to anyone if you’re too drained to function,” I argued. “I get that you want to save everyone in here, but if you end up hurt in the process, well, that’s counterproductive.” I clasped my hands behind my back as I fell back into EMT mode. “I might not know your limits, but you surely do. You don’t have to push yourself. I’m here to help now. Let me shoulder part of the burden.”  
 
    Alyona stared at me for several long moments, and it seemed as if she looked straight into my soul and had decided to weigh it for judgement.  
 
    Again, she seemed to my heightened sight like a white flame that flickered and outshone every nearby light. Her gemstone eyes shone with a strange light, not unlike the one that the mirror had glowed with back in my aunt’s shop. The light was something odd and beyond my reach. It was ancient and sung to the power that slept inside of me.  
 
    Then, the light in her eyes settled, and she sat on the chair in one graceful motion. “Very well, Sir Evan, I’ll take your advice and rest. What will you do now? How do you intend to heal these people?” She folded her delicate hands on her lap, and I noticed that her nails were painted the same purple as her dress.  
 
    I looked down at my hands and flexed my claws. I had no idea how to heal anyone in this form. I wasn’t even entirely sure of how I had done it before, just that I healed instead of breathing fire.  
 
    “We might have to go back outside so I can change back into my dragon shape,” I said. The thought of changing back into a dragon to heal seemed easier since I knew I could do it in that form. I just had to pull together that same power in my chest and breathe it out. 
 
    “Very well.” The priestess raised one perfect eyebrow in response. “Shall I bring my chair, or am I allowed to stand?”  
 
    That made me burst out in laughter. “I’d offer to carry you, but I’m afraid my arms will be busy.”  
 
    “What a pity. Perhaps next time.” Alyona laughed lightly, a sweet sound that lured me after her, as she stood gracefully and walked out of the infirmary.  
 
    Laika stood outside the infirmary with her ears firmly flat against her head, and I realized that she had heard our conversation. She glanced at me, and her stormy eyes softened. “Thank you for convincing her to rest. None of us have been able to.”  
 
    I shrugged with a smile and hid my hands in my sleeves again. “Hey, I promised that I would help, and I always keep my word.”  
 
    The swordswoman nodded. “You are a good dragon.”  
 
    A blush grew on the tips of my ears, so I looked away from the swordswoman to find the priestess, but then I noticed the small crowd that had gathered outside the infirmary. They stared curiously at me, and I could hear murmurs of “black dragon” fill the air. Although the people were haggard and seemed exhausted from the constant attacks, there was a toughness to them that I could respect.  
 
    Not just any village could eke out a living for a thousand years after their city was destroyed.  
 
    I glanced at the priestess, and she sat nearby on a large stone that looked as if it had been part of a column. Carved runes covered the stone’s surface, and I wondered if I would be able to read this world’s language intuitively, or if I would have to learn it.  
 
    “People of Hatra,” Alyona’s voice carried throughout the open space from her seat on the column. “This man is a black dragon in a human form. He has come from the mountains to heal you, and he will now shift back to his true shape. Do not be alarmed.”  
 
    “I promise that I won’t hurt you,” I spoke firmly but gently and looked at as many villagers as I could. 
 
    Then I shook my head with a smile and focused on the thought of changing back into my dragon form.  
 
    For a moment, I could feel the power shift inside of me, and I latched onto it. I felt scales ripple on the back of my skin and the way my muscles began to shift, but then I lost the connection. The sensation slipped out of my hands as quickly as it had come, and the world spun around me. Then I gritted my teeth and desperately tried to yank my magic back to the surface, but the power rose up in my throat, and I choked on it.  
 
    “Shh, take your time. Focus on what feels right. Step by step.” Alyona suddenly stood in front of me, her palm placed right over my heart.  
 
    I hadn’t even noticed her step forward.  
 
    Step by step. That was it. I had to do it slowly, the same way I had done it before. With my eyes closed, I drew in a breath and visualized it filling my lungs, the same way I had drawn in breaths when I was in the body of a dragon. Another breath, and I remembered the way that my scales had rippled over my body like silk. The way my muscles had worked together with my bones to support my massive frame. My wings and my tail, every part of me was visualized with every breath.  
 
    I could feel my body change with every passing second. My muscles shifted and grew, and my senses expanded. My teeth lengthened into fangs, and I felt my nails lengthen into sharper claws. I moved onto all fours, and sinew, muscle, and bone twisted and adapted into a different shape.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, Alyona still stood in front of me. Where before her hand had been placed on my heart, now she could only reach my right foreleg. I brought my head down to look at her, and one of my large eyes blinked slowly.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to her, and my voice rumbled like an avalanche in my throat. Then I lowered my head even further until I was parallel with her face. “How did you know?”  
 
    Alyona seemed to glow with that inner light more than before, and she laughed sweetly at my question. “I am a priestess, remember, Sir Evan. My duty is to aid the people of Inati, no matter what form they may take.” 
 
    I snorted. “I have a feeling that’s going to be your answer for everything.” Then I shook my head and nuzzled her shoulder without thinking. I was still worried by how little I knew of her health. I needed to heal the villagers, not only for their own sake but so that this selfless priestess wouldn’t drive herself to her own grave.  
 
    “What a gorgeous dragon you are,” the priestess breathed out as her hands stroked my snout, and I preened under her words. “Such beautiful scales and claws you have.”  
 
    Lazily, I glanced over at the villagers. They stared in awe, and I could see the odd expression of hope cover their faces. I knew that I wouldn’t disappoint them.  
 
    There would be no other outcome that I would allow.  
 
    Laika leaned against the wall and smirked. “What a great big lazy beast, you mean. He could have carried us here and instead we all walked.” Her tail moved quickly from side to side, and I could tell she was amused.  
 
    “You didn’t complain then.” I huffed in irritation in her direction, and her hair and the fur of her tail was blown upward by my breath.  
 
    The swordswoman raised one eyebrow as if to challenge me, but I ignored her and turned around toward the infirmary. Then I nudged the door open with my head and looked over the thirteen villagers. My head barely fit in through the door, but it would do for now.  
 
    I concentrated on the thought of healing the sick villagers as I focused my power within my chest. The power within me vibrated and swirled happily as if it knew it would be used. It was eager almost, as if it had a mind of its own, a sentient desire to heal and protect. Or maybe it was simply responding to my own wishes?  
 
    Either way, the plagued villagers would be healed.  
 
    As I opened my maw and let loose a cloud of glitter that sparkled in the air, I noticed slight discrepancies in the way I felt everything around me. I could hear the way that their hearts picked up speed and their breathing eased. The smell of rot and decay started to fade away just as their veins returned to normal, and they were no longer raised against the surface of their skin. Broken nails and cracked lips also healed, and the sound of coughing vanished.  
 
    The process took longer than before, though. Maybe because it was more people? Thirteen now, instead of the five in the cave, and back then I wasn’t healing miasma.  
 
    I faltered as my vision flickered, and I heard a cry. Something in me wanted to stop, but I shook away the notion. No, this was ridiculous, I could heal them in one go. I’d be fine.  
 
    The taste of the miasma lingered in my mouth, as if I’d eaten it instead of healing it. No, I realized as the taste grew stronger, it wasn’t miasma, it was a metallic sort of taste, like blood. But I hadn’t bitten myself or anything.  
 
    My head suddenly drooped, and it was more difficult than before to hold my head up. The exhaustion from the fight with the stone giants had probably begun to kick in. I’d stop soon. The villagers were almost all healed.  
 
    Then my eyes rolled into the back of my head as I felt my body collapse to the floor.  
 
    But I never hit the ground.  
 
    A hand stroked my hair, careful to be gentle with the newly grown scales that trailed down the skin of my neck. I blinked once, and then twice. I hadn’t remembered the change back into my human form. The hand that had gently stroked paused, and I bit back a growl. The touch had felt soothing, and it reassured what I realized were the wilder instincts of a dragon that lived inside of me now.  
 
    “Hello, Sir Evan,” Alyona chided softly as she brushed away the hair from my forehead. “You gave us quite a scare.” 
 
    “Did I?” I asked quietly as I took in the beautiful sight before me.  
 
    Alyona had changed out of her purple dress into a simple white nightgown that made her tanned skin glow. The facial veil had been set aside for the moment, and I wondered why.  
 
    Not that I was complaining. She was an exceptionally beautiful woman.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “You healed them, but you drained yourself. Just as you had warned me I would do to myself.” She tapped the tip of my nose, and I went cross eyed as I followed her finger.  
 
    I looked around, and I realized we were behind the tapestries in the infirmary. I was stretched out on a bed, and the priestess sat next to me. 
 
    “I didn’t think that would happen, but everything turned out okay, right?” I asked as I sat up with a groan. Muscles I never even knew I had ached even if I was no longer in the form of a dragon. 
 
    “Mercifully so.” The priestess leaned back in her chair and tugged on one of the small braids she wore in her hair. “I did not ask before, but how did you heal them? I have never read or heard of a dragon that would treat others as you did.” 
 
    I hadn’t noticed her braids before, but they suited her.  
 
    “It’s my power.” I swung my legs off the bed and felt a calmness settle in me as my feet made contact with solid ground. “I help people and heal them using medicine, but I’ve never healed people like that until today in the cave.” 
 
    “I see.” Alyona folded her hands in her lap, and she smiled. “We’ve similar eyes, I noticed it earlier. They are such a dark violet but when the light catches them just so, they sparkle like gemstones.”  
 
    She was wrong, her eyes were the ones that were like gemstones. Even now they glittered, and the desire to hoard her away rose up inside of me. 
 
     I shook my head and turned my face away to hide the way my jaw clenched.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” I stood shakily to peek around the tapestry, and I was surprised to see the infirmary entirely empty.  
 
    Alyona raised an eyebrow in confusion. “If you were healthy and completely cured with no risk of infecting anyone, would you stay in the infirmary, or would you want to sleep in your own bed?”  
 
    “Ah. Yeah. You have a point.” My brow furrowed. “It’s night already?”  
 
    The priestess stood and put on a dark cloak that had laid across the back of an empty chair. “Are you well enough for a walk, Sir Evan?” She tugged the hood of the cloak until it covered her face entirely, and all I could see was the light that shone from her amethyst eyes.  
 
    “I’m well enough for anything you’d like me to do.” I smirked and was rewarded with a small laugh when I offered her my arm. 
 
    “Such a chivalrous dragon.” The priestess daintily held onto my arm as we walked out of the infirmary, and she led me toward one of the nearby walls. “The stars have been quite beautiful as of late.” 
 
    The stone steps seemed sturdy enough, and the priestess tugged me up them quickly as her free hand held tightly onto the hood of her cloak. There was a wide expanse of stars above us, and I whistled lowly as we reached the top of the wall. It was as if someone had painstakingly set millions and millions of diamonds onto black velvet.  
 
    “I’ve never seen so many stars,” I breathed as I tried to take it all in. To see anywhere near this amount of stars back on Earth, I’d have to travel to the farthest place away from civilization. Maybe this also held true for Inati. After all, Hatra was a ruined city that almost everyone had given up on.  
 
    All except the priestess and her hired adventurers.  
 
    “Hatra was always a city of stars,” Alyona whispered, and she still held tightly onto my fingers. Her hand felt so tiny and delicate within my own. It was a surprise that my claws hadn’t hurt her yet.  
 
    “Really?” I turned to look at her and wondered why she hadn’t given up on Hatra. It couldn’t have been the beauty of the city since it was completely ravaged.  
 
    Alyona hummed as she turned her face up to the heavens. “The Elders once said that Hatra was built by those from the stars. That a woman from one of the moons had descended and built a great palace during a time of great warfare. She picked a husband from among the many tribes that inhabited Rahma. A bastard son received the high honor and was married to the woman, and she loved him more than life itself.” Alyona pointed to the sky and traced the constellation of an enthroned pair. “And they were happy for a time. But it was not to be, such happiness was not allowed. There were those who were unhappy that one as divine as her had picked such a base partner to share her long life with. Her love was slaughtered, and the woman disappeared. Back then, in those ancient times, the city had been known as Hatra el Shamash. The House of Truth.”  
 
    Her words had been odd, but that might have been because I wasn’t from this world. If I had been, then maybe it would have been a legend I learned as a child.  
 
    It was such a sad story, though, that I couldn’t help but think about how heartbroken the woman from the moon had been. She’d been betrayed by the very people she protected, and I couldn’t imagine anything worse than that.  
 
    “Was it after they disappeared that the city was destroyed?” My eyes followed the shape of the massive ruined palace, and I wondered if that was all that was left of the palace built by the moon woman.  
 
    “No.” Alyona sighed and appeared to shrink in on herself. “No, that happened thousands of years later. Very few remember the moon princess. Perhaps Hatra was cursed back then by the actions of the old tribes. Perhaps that’s why Hatra has been given up to demons.” 
 
    “Given up to demons? What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    The priestess pulled her hand from mine and covered her face. “Forgive me, I’m rambling. Look at me, being sentimental when you should be resting.”  
 
    The thought of demons lingered on the edge of my mind, but I pushed the thought away for now. 
 
    “You weren’t, the stars were amazing. I’ve never seen so many before in my old home. Thank you for sharing this with me.” I smiled and shook my head at her. “Besides, I’m pretty sure I told you to rest earlier.”  
 
    She slid her fingers apart and peeked at me, amethyst eyes wet with unshed tears. “I did rest. I did no purification of miasma and watched over you.”  
 
    “Nah, that doesn’t count as resting,” I countered with a laugh. “You should sleep.” This time I was the one to pull her gently away and down the steps. “I won’t steal your bed again.” 
 
    “But where will you sleep?” Concern lingered in her voice, and I wanted to tell her that I could just share her bed. “I can make up one of the beds for you, there’re clean blankets.” 
 
    “I’m a dragon,” I said instead. “I can sleep anywhere.” 
 
    She laughed, and the sound was like the chiming of silver bells. “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I reassured her with a smile. “It’s not cold out here, and I want to look at the stars for a bit longer.”  
 
    Alyona glanced up at me and then at the rubble in the area. She seemed like she wanted to argue, but after a moment she just shook her head. 
 
    “Then sleep well, Sir Evan.” She smiled back tiredly, and I knew it was the exhaustion from these past months taking their toll on her. The burden she had shouldered had been too heavy to bear alone.  
 
    “Just Evan,” I reminded her gently as she closed the door.  
 
    I walked aimlessly outside of the infirmary until I settled against the column fragments Alyona had rested on earlier in the day. Somehow the smell of her that lingered on the stone was reassuring to my instincts. I leaned my head back against the column and stared at the stars until my eyes grew heavy.  
 
    Blissful sleep and sweet dreams had already taken me when screams and shouts invaded my rest. My eyes snapped open, and my body was suddenly awake and ready for any kind of battle.  
 
    “Miasma!” 
 
    I didn’t know who had screamed, but I understood how dangerous it was. Before I could think, I was on my feet, and my claws shone faintly in the dim moonlight.  
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 4 
 
    At first I had thought a thunderstorm had covered us, but I was wrong. It was the miasma. Thick clouds of black and red smoke filled the sky above us and spread throughout the city ruins. The stench was familiar, and I realized the infirmary had smelled of this rot and decay earlier.  
 
    I could feel a power rise up inside of me, but I had no outlet for it and no idea how to fight the miasma.  
 
    I had healed the afflicted villagers of the miasma, but that hadn’t been fighting something I couldn’t even grasp. This was an airborne pathogen, and I had no way of quarantining it. There had to be a way of studying it somehow. 
 
    The miasma swirled in the air in a way that no smoke could have. It had a mind of its own and followed a path known only to itself. My eyes followed the bulk of the miasma, and it hovered threateningly over Alyona. I hadn’t even seen the beautiful priestess leave the infirmary, but she raced up the stone steps of the wall. The hood of her cloak had fallen, and I could see the face veil she wore shimmer in the distance. 
 
    “Alyona! Come back!” I called out after her. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder and shot a small smile at me. “I am safest here, Sir Evan, this is how I can protect Hatra.” 
 
    “Safe?” I moved toward the steps, and my heart pounded in my chest. “What the fuck do you mean?” 
 
    Suddenly, all I saw was a silvery white light that shrouded everything and blinded me. It was the exact opposite of the miasma. Where the smoke had smelled of decay and death, the light smelled of life and spring, and for a moment, I was reminded of a valley of flowers.   
 
    Instead of responding to me, Alyona turned back around and lifted her hands. 
 
    “O ten great stars in the northern sky,” she intoned in a sonorous voice, “your child of jade beseeches you to exert your influence over this baleful existence and spread enlightenment and protection.” Alyona stood on the same wall we had admired the stars on earlier, only this time her hands were outstretched in front of her, as if in supplication to the stars. “Come, o myriad of stars, grant to us your victory and might!” 
 
    A pale blue light full of paler pink stars began to glow in her hands. The strange light spread and jumped from her hands, and then it stretched into the sky above us and formed a dome around the ruined city. All of the darkness that enveloped the city had disappeared, and the dome had become a sun in the night for us. The only darkness came from the shadows cast by the ruined buildings and the dark smoke that was the miasma.  
 
    The light that I had seen emanate from the priestess shone again. It seeped out of her as if someone held tightly onto a tiny star, and its light was desperate to get out. She shone like a beacon in the night, and the miasma dove toward her. It slammed itself against the barrier she had brought up, and I knew that it wouldn’t stop until it had reached her or it was destroyed. 
 
    Miasma had been trapped inside of the barrier, and it moved sluggishly as if it had been drained of energy and power. Some of the miasma trapped inside began to die out and fade as it was purified by Alyona’s power. 
 
    It spun up in the air and away as a swirl of black and red that never stopped its movement. The miasma could have been almost beautiful if it weren’t so deadly. The way it moved furiously in the air belied a sort of grace.  
 
    What looked like lightning crackled on the surface of the dome every time the miasma outside of it approached the barrier. It smelled sharp and clean, and there was an absence of any rot and decay. I had expected to smell ozone, but all that filled my nose from the direction of the barrier was a clean and pure scent.  
 
    I could still smell its poison and taint within the air. It lingered, and I could feel my mouth stretch itself into a snarl. The miasma infuriated me. These people were innocent, and it plagued them for no reason. 
 
    “Evan!”  
 
    I whirled around to find Laika had a man in a stranglehold behind me. The fur of her tail bristled, and her embroidered gorget glowed. The man had the same protruding veins as the villagers I had healed earlier, and the entirety of his eyes had gone black and were filled with a vicious rage.  
 
    “We need to immobilize them!” Laika shouted as she struggled with the man. 
 
    “What happened to him?” My senses suddenly became aware of the chaos that surrounded me. I could hear screams and the sounds of fighting. I flexed my claws, but I didn’t know how to fight this enemy. The stone giants had been simple, all I had to do was tear them apart. I didn’t know what I could do to help the people of Hatra. 
 
    “Miasma poisoning,” Laika grunted, “he’s gone mad, just like the others. That’s the first stage.” The wolf let go of the man the moment his eyes rolled into the back of his head, and his body went slack as it slumped to the ground. “The only thing they can think of is to destroy everything and everyone in their path.”  
 
    As I stared at the man sprawled in the dirt, words flashed across my vision again. 
 
    Classification: Human. 
 
    Condition: Miasma poisoning. 
 
    Priority: Immediate healing required to stop further corruption.  
 
    Status: Corrupted. 
 
    Was this what Alyona and the people of Hatra have been dealing with? It was like they were possessed by evil. I glanced up at Alyona and saw that she hadn't moved from her place on the wall. 
 
    “What is she doing?” I nodded toward the priestess who remained on the top of the wall as her hair swayed in a breeze I couldn’t feel or hear. 
 
    “She’s making sure no more miasma can enter,” Laika replied as she stepped over the prone man at her feet. “It’s up to us to make sure that the villagers are safe until the miasma leaves, and they can be treated.” The Demi-Human sniffed the air. “Anton and the girls are bringing the contaminated villagers to the infirmary.”  
 
    “That’s why you wanted to know about jiu-jitsu.” My jaw clenched as I realized how much Hatra had truly suffered. It wasn’t just the illness and death brought on by the miasma, but also the pain of having to fight your friends and family just for the chance to save their lives.  
 
    Laika nodded. “It is too much of a risk, us subduing them like this, but it is all we can do.”  
 
    “I’ll heal them while Alyona keeps the miasma at bay.” My claws twitched as I promised Laika once more that I would do everything I could to help them. 
 
    I’d already healed villagers of the miasma before. I knew how to fight it like that. That was the only way I could help. We would do our part while Alyona did hers.  
 
    And to do my part, I already knew I had to shift back into the form of a dragon. 
 
    This time, it was easier than before to change my body. As I closed my eyes and concentrated, it felt like water on my skin as I shed the smaller, human form that I knew. My frame grew larger quickly, my muscles and bones settled, and I ground my claws into the earth I stood on. The power to heal settled in my throat quickly, and I noticed it came to me easier each time I used it.  
 
    I opened my maw, and the iridescent glitter formed a gentle cloud that settled on the villager. As the glitter healed the man, the black protruding veins on his body returned to normal, and his eyes fluttered open. The taint had faded from his eyes and they were a dark brown that lacked any of the rage from before. 
 
    At the same moment, Laika and I turned to face the long street that led to the homes of the villagers. I heard footsteps and the creak of wheels in the distant shadows, but then we both relaxed once we were able to see who approached us. 
 
    The villagers who hadn’t been affected by the miasma helped draw the wooden carts full of their poisoned friends and family. The dryads guarded the group and peered into the surrounding shadows of the buildings with their pale green eyes. A red haired fox Demi-Human led the way with a torch with a grim look of determination on his youthful face. He seemed like he would be around my own age, but I wasn’t sure how quickly or how slowly Demi-Humans aged, so I figured I’d ask Laika when things had calmed down again.  
 
    “Is this all of them, Ruslan?” Laika stepped forward with her ears alert and erect.  
 
    The fox Demi-Human nodded. “Aye, all but one. Anton is chasing him. The Elders and children made it in time to our Lady’s shelter.” 
 
    I moved closer to the carts, and I knew instinctively that their condition was the same as the man from before. Then I gathered as much power as I could within myself and listened for the hum of energy that would let me know that the moment was right. 
 
    The glitter from my maw filled the air as it shimmered and danced in the air. It settled on the villagers as I felt the cold and decrepit touch of the miasma push against my soul and power. The miasma flickered underneath the weight of my force, but it was extinguished like a weak flame, and all the bruises and scrapes from the villager’s impromptu subjugation were healed as well. My mind dove in further, and I could see older injuries, from years ago, that hadn’t healed properly, and I focused on those as well.  
 
    I swung my head to face the other villagers who had been corrupted by the miasma and wondered how much power was required for healing all of them. How far and deep could I go without harming myself? It wouldn’t stop me from pushing myself, but it would prevent a repeat of my fainting as I had done earlier. It hadn’t been as difficult this time to heal this one man from the miasma. The difference was that these villagers were in less danger. They weren’t on the threshold of death as the ones from yesterday had been. 
 
    I wouldn’t be of any help to anyone if I didn’t take care of myself to begin with, so I sat down on the ground with a sigh and watched as the healed villager woke from his stupor and apologized to his friends and family. A little girl ran up to the villager and threw her arms around one of his legs. Then the man picked up the child and pointed at me with an ecstatic smile on his face, but I could see the bruises along his neck from where Laika had knocked him unconscious. 
 
    I couldn’t begin to imagine how I would feel if I had to fight Aunt Emma in order to heal her. The sight inspired me, and I changed my mind. 
 
    I was going to do whatever I could to help these people. I’d just healed their miasma, but I could still do more, even if it damaged me. 
 
    I dove inside of myself and grasped onto that same healing power from before and focused on the other twenty-nine villagers.  
 
    One by one, I healed them from the corruption that threatened to kill them and the old injuries they bore. I could feel my power restore shattered bones that had set badly, straighten spines, and sooth deep muscle bruises. Every broken ligament and inch of torn flesh was mended by my power. 
 
    The villagers were in awe, and some of them wept as they were wiped clean from the touch of the miasma.  
 
    I smiled at the healed villagers, but something didn’t feel right. I could feel my heart race, and a ball of anxiety curled itself into my stomach. It was the same feeling that would haunt me just before an EMT shift where I somehow knew things would go sideways. Those were the shifts that had haunted me, when my buddies and I hadn’t been able to save the lives of anyone, and we’d have to break out the body bags. That was the way I felt right now, and the anxiety crept from my stomach along each of the spikes that lined my spine.  
 
    Above us, the miasma outside the dome swirled lazily. It had long stopped throwing itself against Alyona’s barrier, but now and then it would prod curiously at the shining light.  
 
    I focused my senses and could hear the priestess’s slow and steady heartbeat. She was fine, so the cause of my unease couldn’t have come from her. 
 
    I swiveled my head and glared at the ruined buildings behind me. I couldn’t find what had unsettled me. Before me gathered the adventurers and a majority of the villagers. Behind me was Alyona as she steadily maintained the barrier. 
 
    Then I remembered.  
 
    Anton hadn’t come back yet with the last corrupted villager who had run off.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I looked over the villagers. “Laika, where’s Anton?”  
 
    The swordswoman turned to face me, and her stormy eyes narrowed as the fur of her tail bristled again. “He should have been back by now.”  
 
    The two of us tilted our noses in search of Anton’s scent. I vaguely remembered the smell of crushed pine and steel that was so similar to Laika’s scent, but different enough so I wouldn’t mistake the two of them. His smell was faint and distant, so he must have been on the other side of the ruins.  
 
    “Thank you for saving us,” Ruslan, the fox Demi-Human from earlier, said as he took a step toward me.  
 
    “I promised I would.” Soft wisps of glitter spilled from my mouth as I lowered my head. “I won’t let the miasma kill anyone.” 
 
    “Yes, but my knee used to be sore,” Ruslan said as he pointed at his leg, “and my neck feels looser. I honestly feel a hundred years younger! Your magic is amazing, Sir Dragon.” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s no--”   
 
    “My Lady!” A scream ripped from Laika’s lips, and I turned to see her run toward the wall. She moved quicker than I had ever seen her move, even during the fight with the giants when she’d been nothing but wind and sharp steel. 
 
    I turned to see a man right behind the priestess with a large stone in his hands. Fresh blood covered his clothes, dark veins bulged from his body, and his eyes were covered with a black sheen. A cruel intelligence lurked inside of those eyes, and I knew that he was corrupted by the miasma. The corruption drew away the sanity from his mind and dragged him down into depravity.  
 
    I didn’t remember moving, but suddenly I was tearing up the dirt with my claws as I bounded forward. All I knew was that I had to make it there before the stone was brought down on Alyona’s head. I roared her name, but nothing drew the priestess’s attention. Her entire being was focused on the barrier that shimmered over our heads and kept the miasma away. The threat behind her hadn’t registered in her mind. All she saw was the threat that floated outside of her barrier.  
 
    Then the miasma poisoned man brought the stone down on her head.  
 
    The priestess crumpled forward, and she reached one hand out to hold on to the stone wall before her while the other hand reached out to the corrupted villager. Miasma flickered around the man, and Alyona shuddered as her hands trembled and spasmed. The barrier held fast, though, and the wounded priestess’ attacker took a half step toward her. 
 
    Laika reached them half a second before me and dove toward the corrupted villager. Her tackle was on point, they both landed in a heap on the stone floor of the wall, and the corrupted man snarled as Laika wrapped her arms around his neck. 
 
    My claws latched onto the edge of the stone wall, and I changed quicker than any of my previous attempts into my human form as I climbed up beside Alyona.   
 
    “I’ve got you, shh,” I whispered to the priestess. 
 
    “I will not fail,” Alyona muttered. Her left hand bled as she tightened her hold on the stone wall, and the broken and jagged rock tore at the flesh of her soft palm. “Hatra el Shamash will not fall again. I promise you. The barrier will not fall even if I do.” 
 
    “Alyona, don’t move. I need to check your wound and make sure you’re okay.” I spoke softly, so as not to break her steadfast concentration on her protective magic. “I’m going to touch you, is that okay?” 
 
    Alyona looked up at me, frowned, and I mentally cursed. I’d seen enough head injuries on my shifts as an EMT that I could easily recognize the signs of a concussion.  
 
    “A dragon?” Her dilated amethyst eyes stared at me in confusion. “Why have the dragons come? Did they not all leave?” 
 
    Before I could respond, words flickered in front of my eyes. 
 
    Classification: Unknown.  
 
    Condition: Severe head trauma. Internal bleeding detected. Possible spinal injury. 
 
    Priority: Proceed with immediate healing and in need of immediate rest. 
 
    Status: Fatigued due to continued overuse of power. Disoriented and bleeding. 
 
    I poked at the well of energy and power inside of me and knew that I had emptied myself. I had nothing left to heal Alyona with after I had healed the villagers. Magic wouldn’t help me now, but my training would. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    In that moment, as the blood dripped down the priestess’s face, my own blood ran cold with anger. In that cold anger, I realized something I hadn’t before. To even reach her, the corrupted villager would have had to travel around us. She was targeted by the miasma from the start. That meant the smoke had some sort of sentient consciousness, or it was being controlled by a sentient being. This attack had been planned. The appearance of the miasma wasn’t a random event or just a byproduct of the demons. It was an active participant in this long war that ravaged Inati, just as much as the demons that had started it.  
 
    The miasma outside of the barrier radiated a smug glee, and a growl grew deep in my chest. The barrier couldn’t be brought down or it would consume and poison the villagers again.  
 
    Alyona had to keep the barrier up no matter what.  
 
    There was a shuffle behind me, and I glanced at the swordswoman and the corrupted villager behind me. He was unconscious in her arms, and she placed him on the ground.  
 
    “Laika, how long does the miasma usually last?” I’d turned my gaze back to the priestess as my fingers gently moved her hair so I could see where the blood was coming from. A deep gash stretched from her scalp down to her temple. I felt Alyona’s own power slowly stitch her head wound together, but I knew it was too slow, and she would bleed out before it was fully healed. 
 
    The swordswoman shook her head and wore a grim expression on her face. “It can be there for hours. Sometimes for a full day.”  
 
    My jaw clenched. Blood had begun to drip from Alyona’s nose, and that was never a good sign when it came to head injuries.  
 
    The priestess swayed, and even though I held her steady, the light of the barrier flickered. 
 
    “Bring me clean bandages,” I ordered the Demi-Human, “anything from the infirmary that’s used to treat wounds.”  
 
    I felt rather than saw Laika leave, and my eyes went back to the wound on the priestess’s scalp. Although my preliminary overview had hinted at an injury to her spine, I prayed that there wasn’t any.  
 
    “Dragon, you are not an enemy, are you?” Alyona’s voice trembled as she spoke, and there was no polite amusement in her voice anymore, only barely disguised pain. “Do I know you, dragon? You seem familiar to me, but I cannot place your face.” 
 
    “It’s Evan, not ‘dragon’, remember?” I kept my voice soft as I spoke. “We met earlier today, and you showed me the stars.” 
 
    She sighed at my words, and her fingers twitched again. Her eyes were turned up toward the sky to where the miasma lurked just out of reach of the barrier. It taunted not only her but the entirety of the village of Hatra.  
 
    “I feel so tired, Evan,” the priestess sighed and brought up a hand to wipe at the blood that dripped from her nose. “I wish to sleep. I need to sleep. Please.”  
 
    “I know you are tired,” I murmured as I stroked her hair, “but you have to stay strong for us, for Hatra. You can’t sleep yet.” My heart ached at saying those words, but I couldn’t let her sleep. 
 
    Or she might never wake up again.  
 
    No matter what, I had to keep her awake and force her to talk to me. Even worse, I knew that it would probably take some time before I was able to heal her properly because of how much power I had used earlier. I had to stabilize her before I did anything else. I should have held back when I was healing the villagers until the attack had been over. Now I knew that I always had to keep something in the tank. Especially when we were in the middle of a miasma attack. 
 
    “Hatra, I am in Hatra?” Alyona frowned as she unsteadily met my gaze. “When did I leave Mihireti?”  
 
    The barrier flickered again, and the miasma dove against it once more. Lightning rose up again from where the barrier and miasma had connected, and I realized the magic shield was weaker than before. The air hissed around the contact points, and I could smell acid. 
 
    “Mihireti?” I echoed as I glanced back down at the priestess. I had no idea where Mihireti was or if Alyona was even speaking to me and not a phantom in her mind.  
 
    All I knew was that I needed to heal her and stop the blood. I had to focus on what I could do. From behind me, I could hear Laika run up the steps two at a time. 
 
    “I brought them all.” The wolf set a basket of crisp, white bandages on the stone floor next to us and looked at the priestess with obvious concern. “How is she?”  
 
    “Not good,” I grunted as I freed one hand and grabbed one of the cloths. “I need you to hold her steady.”  
 
    The wolf moved immediately to Alyona’s side and gently held her in place. Her ears laid flat on her head, and I could see the timid way her tail quivered.  
 
    Laika’s strong voice was clear when she spoke, and she showed no sign of the timidity that her tail betrayed. “Will she recover from this? I know how dangerous head wounds can be.”  
 
    I nodded. “If we work quickly, she will.” I pressed firmly on the gash with the clean bandage, and my fingers brushed against Alyona’s scalp.  
 
    The priestess barely noticed my touch. Her eyes were wide and focused on the barrier above us. She was a stubborn one, I’d give her that, and I couldn’t help but be impressed at the fact that she was still able to keep the barrier up.  
 
    Suddenly, she lifted the hand she had held onto the wall with and let it fall into her lap. The jade hairpin she wore swayed with her as she moved, and for a moment, I thought the jade flower had glowed.  
 
    Then Alyona began to chant again.  
 
    “Supremely radiant, the stars above look down upon me and one hundred thousand saints come near. Justice and retribution falls upon those who threaten your faithful.” Alyona shimmered before us, and instead of raven black, her hair had become the color of starlight. “Your discernment and hand clears away the darkness, please bestow the light upon me and those whose hands hold mine.” 
 
    As her spell or whatever it was echoed out into the night, something flashed in front of my eyes. 
 
    Classification: Divi-- 
 
    Then the words vanished abruptly, and for the merest of moments, I saw a grand scene of stars and galaxies that surrounded Alyona’s body.  
 
    I blinked, and the scene disappeared from my mind. I wondered if I had really seen it or had only imagined it.  
 
    I shook the thought away, though. This wasn’t the time to think about it. There would be time later when everything had been settled from the attack. 
 
    Laika’s fur stood on end when I looked up again, and the scent of lightning filled my nose as the scent of Alyona’s blood faded away. The barrier glowed more powerfully than before, and for a moment, I thought I felt the same energy that had filled my aunt’s storage room. It was bright and clean and felt of a home I had never known. 
 
    Then those flash of words came again.  
 
    Classification: Unknown.  
 
    Condition: Concussion. 
 
    Priority: Proceed with caution. 
 
    Status: Fatigued due to continued overuse of power and head injury.  
 
    I looked at the priestess in front of me in shock. How had her condition changed from a severe head trauma and a possible spinal injury to a concussion in mere moments?  
 
    “Alyona, what happened?” I asked as I set my clawed hand on her arm. “What did you do?”  
 
    The priestess smiled tiredly at me and winked. “Keep it a secret between the three of us, Sir Evan, Dame Laika. I did something I ought not to have. But now I have the strength to keep the barrier up, all because of your help.” 
 
    I eyed her suspiciously even as I pulled the cloth away from her head that once again had raven black hair. “You almost died.”  
 
    She shook her head at my words and winced at the pain that the action brought her. Her eyes flashed strangely for a moment, and I thought I saw the pupils shift and the amethyst hue lighten.  
 
    “But I didn’t,” the priestess lightly replied even as she leaned against me for support. “Now, what to do with this.”  
 
    Her amethyst eyes had turned back to the miasma that screeched above us as it moved away from the barrier’s light. Then they narrowed, and an intelligent glint shone in them. I could tell she’d already pieced together what had happened, that the miasma had orchestrated an attack, and that alone was a dangerous piece of information. With whatever else that she knew about the miasma, this would certainly be filed away in her mind for later.  
 
    “I might have an idea.” A bloodthirsty smirk settled on my face, and I was more than ready to cut out the proverbial pound of flesh from the miasma. “We can study the miasma instead.” 
 
    Laika furrowed her brow in thought even as Alyona’s lips formed a small smile. 
 
    “You want to study it?” Alyona’s fingers twitched, and the barrier shined even brighter. “Why? It’s just a corruption.”  
 
    “If we can study it,” I said as I looked up at the mass of hatred and decay that was the miasma, “we might be able to figure out a way to stop it. There was always a cure somewhere, and sometimes cures involved a little of the poison itself.” 
 
    “Those are wise words, Evan. What do you need?” Alyona tilted her head as she stared up at the cloud of miasma.  
 
    “The smoke itself.” I glared up at the miasma and stepped closer to the barrier. “But we can’t breathe it in, and it can’t enter through the barrier.”  
 
    “The barrier might be the key.” Blue sparkled on Alyona’s fingers as she glanced at me. “It needs to be separate from us, but in here, a barrier within a barrier.”  
 
    “Exactly.” I placed my hand on the dome of magic that protected us and felt it thrum with power.  
 
    Alyona slipped off the veil she wore on her face and pressed a kiss to it. “Come warriors, fight as one and form a great wall, line and bring back victory to me.” Then she lifted the veil, and it gently floated into the night sky where the miasma lurked.  
 
    “How did you do that?” I asked in curiosity and watched as the veil rose to the barrier and floated through it.  
 
    Alyona’s small and secret smile returned. “A priestess may enchant anything upon this earth through the use of her voice, her blood, and her power.” 
 
    The miasma flinched away from the thin fabric, but the veil had grown in size and wrapped itself around a good portion of the miasma. It quickly formed a ball and solidified into a clear crystal, and I could see how the miasma threw itself against the crystal in a wild bid to break free of it.  
 
    A horrible screech filled the air, like the sound of metal upon metal. I covered my ears, and beside me, Laika did the same. The sound only increased in strength, and I knew that the other Demi-Humans suffered as we did.  
 
    “Fucking hell!” I gritted out from between my clenched teeth.  
 
    I was sure that my ears had begun to bleed, that my eardrums had burst and I’d lost all ability to hear. The sheer intensity of the sound was a pure nightmare, and I’d hate to hear it ever again. It curdled the blood in my veins, and while the miasma had smelled of death, the sound it had made when Alyona trapped it? That was the sound of death. I’d never heard anything so terrible, and I’d seen death plenty of times in my work as an EMT.  
 
    Just as suddenly as it had started, the sound stopped. Instead, it was replaced by a whistle of air, and I looked up. The crystal that used to be a veil abruptly fell from the air and through the barrier until it came to a gentle stop in Alyona’s open arms. There was no miasma to be seen anywhere but in the crystal in her arms.  
 
    “I didn’t think that would work.” The crystal ball was held tightly in Alyona’s hands as she lifted it closer to her face, and the miasma swirled inside of it.  
 
    “Can you do that again?” I took a step closer and leaned down to look at the trapped smoke. “The next time that the miasma comes.”  
 
    “I can’t.” Alyona looked away with tears in her eyes. “There’s only so much I can enchant, and that took almost all of my power. As promised, here is the specimen.”  
 
    “I understand.” I eyed the black mist inside of the crystal ball suspiciously. “There’s no way that it can get out of there, is there?”  
 
    Laika’s ears had been lowered again, but her tail bristled once more as she sniffed at the crystal ball. “I trust you, my Lady, but I do not trust that miasma.”  
 
    “We don’t need to trust it to get the answers that we need from it,” I mused. Then I tapped the crystal with one claw, and I was half surprised to see the crystal hold up under the strength of my sharp claw. 
 
    “The enchantment will last even far past my own death if I will it,” Alyona replied, and her eyes hardened. “And I do will it. This miasma will never leave this crystal unless it has been purified.” 
 
    Alyona handed me the crystal, and I lifted it up to my eye level. The miasma seemed much less of a threat at this size. It was hard to believe that some colored smoke had caused as much chaos as it had.  
 
    But, then again, after living twenty-five years on Earth, I’d learned that even the smallest of things could destroy entire cities. A single vial stolen from any of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention would send the local government into chaos. 
 
    Not to mention, there were easier ways of destroying a city. A well-placed bullet, just as small as a vial, in the hands of a trained sniper could take out just about anyone. Explosives as well. Anyone with a smartphone and a credit card could build a bomb that would fit in their pocket. After thinking it through, the fact that the smoke had caused all this death and despair wasn’t a surprise. The real surprise was that Earth hadn’t developed this smoke weapon first.  
 
    It didn’t matter anyway. The miasma wouldn’t hold its secrets for long. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Anton had staggered into the infirmary with his tail between his legs and a gash across his head just as I set Alyona into her bed. I left the priestess under Laika’s watchful eye and walked outside to shift into my dragon form again. It was harder this time, given how exhausted I was, and I could barely cough out a lungful of glitter to heal the wolf of his gash. It seemed to be enough, though, because it had stopped bleeding, and I thought the wound had even sealed itself, but I couldn’t be sure with both his hair and the fur of his ears in the way.  
 
    The Demi-Human nodded his gratitude as he gingerly lifted a hand to feel at his scalp. I bowed my neck in return before I began to visualize my human body again. It took a few seconds, but I finally felt the familiar feeling wash over me, and a moment later I was swaying on two legs.  
 
    This had been a hell of a first day as a dragon.  
 
    When I walked back into the infirmary, I all but collapsed on the chair in front of the long table. 
 
    The villagers went back to sleep with an ease that I envied, though I guessed it was a testament to how much they had suffered from the miasma.  
 
    This was all just routine now for them.  
 
    Hours later, the miasma spun around lazily inside the crystal ball on the long table pushed against the back wall of the infirmary. Every so often, the black smoke would prod the crystal, and the purity of the orb would burn the miasma. It hissed angrily every time before it shrank back and continued to twist and squirm. 
 
    It was unsettling to watch, so I tore my eyes away and inspected the infirmary around me.   
 
    Enchanted lanterns hung off the wall and provided a soft warm light that washed over the room. It cast a golden hue to the parchment and leather-bound books that Alyona had neatly stacked on the desk, and next to the parchment was a collection of inkwells and ink brushes.  
 
    One of the brushes caught my eye, and my fingers twitched at the sight of it.  
 
    It was a delicate thing with a handle of white jade, and a strange feeling that I couldn’t define buzzed in my chest. Maybe it was my dragon instincts acting up, and I was going to start my own hoard of treasure now. 
 
    Sounded pretty badass, if I did say so myself, and I pictured myself sitting on top of a golden throne atop a pile of more gold with scantily clad women holding on every part of my human body as they begged me for affection.  
 
    But before all that happened, I probably needed to rest. 
 
    I tapped my fingers on the table, yawned, and pushed the fantasy out of my mind. I hadn’t gone back to sleep because I just couldn’t rest with the presence of the miasma in the back of my mind. It felt like needles along the nape of my neck, and I couldn’t shake off the feeling or ignore it.  
 
     I rubbed my face and hoped that the main body of miasma wouldn’t come back anytime soon.  
 
    The only two who remained awake with me were Laika and Alyona. I shifted in my seat and looked over my shoulder at the two women. Laika sat behind Alyona on the bed and had a wide-toothed comb in her hand. The wolf gently ran the comb through Alyona’s dark hair, and I wondered if Laika’s pack instincts were soothed with that action. My own instincts begged me to join the two women as they groomed each other, but I made myself settle for clenching my fingers together on the table.  
 
    I couldn’t tear my eyes away from them, though. 
 
    Alyona’s face had been washed clean of all the blood that had dripped down from the cut on her head, and she’d yet to put on a face veil again. I took this opportunity to drink in the delicate and beautiful features of her face. There was a pale flush to her cheeks, and her tongue darted out to lick her soft lips.  
 
    “How is your head, my Lady?” Laika murmured softly as she worked to untangle a knot.  
 
    My gaze darted to the Demi-Human. The embroidered gorget that she always seemed to wear had been set on the end of the bed, and her usual leather armor had also been set aside. She wore wide legged trousers and a baggy shirt made out of a dove gray fabric that clung to her toned body. Blue trees were embroidered all along the hems of her clothing, and her tail wagged gently in time with each pass of the comb through Alyona’s hair. 
 
    “It is not so bad.” Alyona fiddled with the hairpin in her hands.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to heal you?” I spoke softly so the sound wouldn’t hurt the priestess’s sore head. “I can just shift back, there’s a puff of glitter, and that pretty head of yours will be as good as new.”  
 
    Alyona shook her head and winced in regret. “No, you should rest as well. I’ll be fine.”  
 
    I had put on a strong front, but I was tired to the bone. Healing all the villagers had left me more exhausted than I had expected it would. I almost couldn’t believe that everything had happened in one day. From fighting stone giants, healing dozens of people, and then getting attacked by murderous smoke. 
 
    “If you say so…” I leaned back in my chair, and my eyes drifted again to the black smoke that swirled inside its crystal prison. “So, tell me everything you know about the miasma.”  
 
    Laika tilted her head and stopped combing Alyona’s hair for a moment. “It is corruptive, it destroys the body, and it kills the victim.”  
 
    “I can see that,” I mused dryly. “But how does it spread?” I picked up the jade ink brush on the table and twirled it in my hand. “Do people breathe it in and then they go crazy, or what?”  
 
    “Some have a higher tolerance, so they breathe it in but are weakened instead of corrupted,” Alyona replied as she tapped the gilded jade hairpin against her soft lips. “Others are corrupted the moment the miasma touches their flesh. But usually, from infection to death, it can take anywhere from twelve hours to a few weeks.”  
 
    “It can also be spread by saliva or by blood,” Laika added. “And the miasma grows stronger with every person it corrupts and kills.” 
 
    I hummed contemplatively and continued to twirl the brush in my hands. What they described sounded like a viral disease. One of my professors had described viral diseases as hijackers since they both invaded and took control of a subject. In this case, the subject was living cells that were used to multiply and then spread. The way viral diseases and the miasma spread was also similar since they were both airborne pathogens that could also infect through bodily fluids. So, they sounded the same… except there was one thing that didn’t make sense.  
 
    The miasma didn’t just affect the body, it managed to control whoever it infected, and in turn they went psychotic. It was like the corrupted had become zombies, just like in a video game.  
 
    I thought about all the different games I had played that had zombies in them. Some of the zombies were mindless creatures that shuffled along in search of brains, while others could actually be controlled.  
 
    The villager who had attacked Alyona hadn’t been a mindless zombie. In his eyes there had been a cruel intelligence and an understanding of the situation. There was something controlling him, but I didn’t know if it was the miasma or something else. 
 
    “What about them attacking other people when they’ve been infected?” My eyes narrowed as I played the thought of zombies over in my mind. “Has that always happened or is it only recently?”  
 
    “According to the Blue Tree Guild records, this is only a recent development.” Laika’s ears twitched back as a shadow passed over her face.  
 
    “How far back do the records go?” I set the jade ink brush back on the table and leaned forward. “To when the miasma appeared?” 
 
    “Four, maybe five thousand years.” Laika tilted her head to the left and closed her eyes in thought. “We’ve gotten our hands on some records that are far older, reaching seven thousand years, and they’ve all described it the same way.”  
 
    “The records in my temple are extensive.” Alyona’s pupils were still a bit dilated from the concussion as she glanced over at me. “Our scholars noticed that the miasma has strengthened over the thousands of years that have passed.” 
 
    “Strengthened? How?” I wondered how weak the miasma was at first when the demons first brought it into Inati. Had it been nothing more than a terrible bout of flu? 
 
    “Well, besides the changes in behavior seen in the victims, a single priestess used to be able to purify an entire city and defend it from the miasma,” Alyona replied as she clutched her hairpin tightly. “Now, most priestesses can barely hold a barrier against it. We haven’t become weaker, but it grows in strength as we do.” 
 
    “So, it’s continually evolving? Shit,” I cursed softly and ran my hand through my hair.  
 
    If the miasma was consistently evolving over many thousands of years, it meant that eventually there would be no easy way to cure it. Back on Earth, vaccines would be constantly tweaked to stay one step ahead of all the diseases that plagued my old world. It seemed the miasma had already adapted to the purification powers of the priestesses and maybe even fed on their power.  
 
    This was a game of chess, and the miasma was winning.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as I furrowed my brow. “Walk me through this step by step. First, a villager gets infected, either from the original miasma cloud or from contact with a corrupted individual. Once they’re infected, what happens next?” 
 
    “The temple scholars noticed that the mind is affected first before the body starts to degrade. All reason and memory is destroyed by the miasma.” Alyona tugged at the fabric of her nightgown and hummed thoughtfully. “The scholars think that forgetting everything is what now drives the corrupted mad. It’s like their minds have been wiped clean.”  
 
    “Hmm … the miasma doesn’t behave like a true viral agent then,” I mused, mostly to myself, as my mind went back to all the pathology classes I’d taken. “Maybe because it isn’t one. The effects of the miasma almost sounds like it could be a neurotoxin.”   
 
    “A what?” Laika blinked at me, and her tail twitched.  
 
    “Neurotoxin?” Alyona tested out the word, and she tapped a finger against her chin in thought. “Is that a type of poison?” 
 
    “Well, kind of.” I quickly launched into an explanation as my mind went through possible toxins that could destroy nerve tissue. “Neurotoxins destroy the central nervous system, and that’s what leads to the mind being damaged. The damage from it is so widespread that it can be anything from epilepsy to dementia to impaired motor functions.”  
 
    Laika’s ears drooped, and the confusion remained in her eyes. Alyona’s brow was also furrowed in thought as she stared at her hands. 
 
    “My Lady,” Laika murmured in Alyona’s ear, “do you know what a central nervous system is?”  
 
    “No.” The priestess gently shook her head.  
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but then movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned back to the trapped miasma on the table, but the black smoke just swirled mysteriously in its prison, like it didn’t want to reveal its secrets. I glared at it, and the words appeared in front of my eyes as if I’d summoned them.  
 
    Maybe I had. I still wasn’t sure how it all worked.  
 
    Classification: Miasma, a toxic smoke of demonic origin. 
 
    Effect: Destroys nerve tissues and causes widespread central nervous system damage that destroys the mind and causes the immune system to attack healthy cells, leading to a breakdown of the body. The infected can be controlled by the creator of the miasma.  
 
    Well, this power was certainly handy.  
 
    “I know what the miasma is,” I declared as I stood quickly, and the chair I had sat on fell to the floor with a clatter. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure you do,” Laika dryly replied. “We’ve known that it’s miasma for a long time now.”  
 
    “No, I mean I know exactly what it does to the body.” I grabbed one of the blank parchments and the jade ink brush I’d played with earlier. “I’ll show you.”  
 
    I uncapped one of the inkwells and dipped the brush into the red pigment. On the blank parchment, I sketched the central nervous system. Then I switched the jade ink brush for a dry one and uncapped another inkwell. This time, it was full of black ink, and I drew out a basic body shape around the central nervous system.  
 
    Alyona got up from the bed and walked toward the table. Then she leaned over my shoulder, and I could feel the soft pressure of her generous chest against me. My mouth suddenly went dry, but I forced myself to focus on my drawing.  
 
    “That almost looks like an atlas of acupuncture points.” The priestess’s index finger hovered in the air as she traced the ink drawing I had made of the central nervous system. “I focus on those points to draw out the miasma when I purify the villagers.”  
 
    “Close, but no.” I placed my hand over hers and pulled it up to where I had sketched the brain. “This is the central nervous system, and where I’m from, we’ve learned that this controls all parts of the body and mind. It’s the center of our thoughts and our movement, where all the signals that control our bodies are sent out from. Without it, the body is just a doll.”  
 
    Laika leaned over my other shoulder. “And your point is?”  
 
    “This is what the miasma is attacking.” I let go of Alyona’s hand and tapped the brain. “It destroys the mind first, just like a neurotoxin, and then it does something so that the miasma controls the victim.” 
 
    “And what is that something?” Laika asked as she raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” I replied with a frown. “I just know that the creator of the miasma can control whoever it infects, and then it’s all downhill from there unless there’s someone nearby who can heal or purify them.” I tapped the crystal orb and watched as the miasma curled into itself.  
 
    “Such a silly and overgrown lizard,” Laika muttered as she walked back to the bed with a yawn. “How can someone control people through the miasma?”  
 
    “It isn’t the miasma that controls the corrupted, it just sends the signal.” Alyona tapped a finger onto my sketch of the nervous system. “The miasma is created by the presence of a demon, and just like the demon’s presence, it’s unique. I didn’t realize it before, but the miasma that has been attacking Hatra has had the same presence.”  
 
    “That means someone is specifically targeting the city. Why?” My brow furrowed at that thought since the city was in ruins. “What could be here that they’re so desperate to find?”  
 
    “There’s nothing here but the villagers and the old ruins.” Laika shrugged helplessly as she raked her hand through her gray hair. “Unless there are bandits in the area, then I don’t think anyone would be targeting a village like this.”  
 
    Could that be true? Was there really nothing in the ruins of Hatra that drew the miasma here?  
 
    No, there had to be something because the miasma wasn’t attacking for no reason. It had been created by a demon over and over again, and that seemed like a lot of wasted energy unless there was a prize this demon was hoping to win.  
 
    “Are you sure there’s nothing?” I asked the two women. “Nothing of value, nothing of importance?” 
 
    Laika pursed her lips and looked to Alyona, who frowned.  
 
    “The city treasures were never removed,” the priestess mused as she walked over to the bed, sat down on it, and set her hairpin beside the pillow. “Supposedly, they were swallowed by the earth when the miasma and demons first attacked Hatra.”  
 
    “What treasures?” My heart began to race at the idea of a vast treasure trove underneath the city ruins that was just waiting to be discovered. The strange buzzing started in my chest again, and I realized it must be my dragon instincts as I imagined gold coins trickling from my fingers.  
 
    The priestess shook her head. “I don’t know, I never read the accounting of the city. All I know was that the city was wealthy in both jewels and knowledge.”  
 
    I stood and began to pace in order to get rid of my excited energy. I wanted to tear into the earth and start digging already in search of the treasure. Visions of mounds of gold and piles of jewels filled in mind again, and I was already planning the hoard I would build with it. Then, when I had towers and towers of treasure, I’d set Alyona and Laika beside me in the hoard so they could shine brighter than the sun with all the gold that surrounded them. I’d dress them in skimpy outfits, of course, and then I’d delight myself every half hour by running my tongue up and down their smooth skin before I made love to each of them. 
 
    “Evan?” the priestess asked. “You seem preoccupied.”  
 
    “Do you know where they kept the treasure?” I asked after I cleared my throat. A hunger filled me, and while it was close to lust, it was also the thought of exploring the city that made me tremble with anticipation as I righted the chair and sat down.  
 
     “I remember reading that the treasury was along the western gate of the Lunar Palace.” Alyona moved to where I sat and leaned against the back of the chair.  
 
    Then the priestess rested her chin against my head, and I nearly sighed from how content her touch made me. Now that I was a dragon, I craved touch so much more than when I was a human. I felt at peace with the two women beside me, and my inner energy went from curious excitement to a peaceful thrum that came out as a low purr.  
 
    “Lunar Palace?” There was still a vibrating hum of contentment in my voice as I spoke. “Is that the one with the great dome in the center of the city? What do you know about it?”  
 
    The priestess laughed lightly at the sound of my purring, Laika huffed in amusement, and I could almost imagine the swordswoman’s tail wagging languidly.  
 
    “Yes, that’s the one.” Alyona’s cool fingers gently wove themselves into my hair, and I leaned into her touch. “The Lunar Palace wasn’t just the residence of Hatra’s ruler, but it was also home to a majority of the governmental offices of the city, from the treasury to the archives to the guard’s headquarters. Supposedly, most of the Lunar Palace was open to all the citizens of Hatra.” 
 
    “There might be a clue somewhere in all that.” The thought of treasure and hidden archives tempted me, and I stood up. “I’m gonna go take a look.”  
 
    “You mean we should go look,” Laika said, and there was no room for disagreement in her tone. “The Blue Tree Guild was commissioned to help fight the miasma, and as their leader, it is my duty to be part of any and all expeditions.”  
 
    “I’ll go with you, too.” Alyona stood and moved to where her cloak hung from a peg on the wall.  
 
    “No,” I said firmly as I walked the priestess over to the bed. “You need to rest.”  
 
    I didn’t need to look at her health status to know I was right and that she was still fatigued from all the power she had used. A gut feeling that she would continue pushing herself past her limits settled itself in my stomach, and I couldn’t hold back my sigh. 
 
    Alyona’s amethyst eyes narrowed as she refused to lay down on the bed. “I am fine.”  
 
    “No, you are not.” Laika walked over and gently pushed Alyona down on the bed. “I agree with Evan. You may have healed, but your body still needs to rest.”  
 
    Alyona hesitated for a moment before she curled up on the bed. “Fine, but only because you’re both insisting.”  
 
    “We’ll be back before you wake up, promise.” I tapped the priestess’s forehead as I smiled and pulled the thick fur blanket over her. 
 
    “Rest, my Lady.” The swordswoman picked up her leather gorget from the end of the bed and placed it around her neck. “Whatever we find, we’ll bring you to see.”  
 
    “Be careful,” Alyona called after us, and I waved a hand in acknowledgment.  
 
    Laika and I walked out of the infirmary and out into the open street. It was still dark outside, but I could feel the gradual shift in the air and the turning of the skies.  
 
    If I had to guess, it was probably three or four in the morning. The stars still shone just as brightly as they had earlier, but there was a tinge of silver on the far horizon, like a precursor to the impending dawn.  
 
    The wolf-girl next to me stretched her arms above her head and opened her mouth in a wide yawn.  
 
    “Tired?” I asked with a smirk.  
 
    “You wish,” she scoffed and walked toward the center of the ruined city.  
 
    “Hey!” I jogged a bit to catch up with her. “Where are you going?” 
 
    Laika’s tail wagged behind her as she turned to look at me. “I thought we were going treasure hunting?”  
 
    Her dark gray eyes seemed even darker in the gloom as they reflected the starlight. She was dressed only in the pajamas she had worn earlier and the Blue Tree Guild gorget, but the coolness of the night didn’t seem to bother her. 
 
    It did bother her breasts, and her nipples turned into marbles beneath the cloth of her shirt. 
 
    I couldn’t help but to be drawn to the sight, and I suddenly realized that she wasn’t wearing a bra. I hadn’t noticed before because of her armor, but now it was quite clear to me that those deliciously pert breasts of hers hadn’t needed any support.   
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve got a pretty good view back here.” I smirked back at her as I crossed my arms behind my head. 
 
    My enhanced eyesight caught a blush as it started to crawl across the swordswoman’s cheeks, but she turned her head away quickly.  
 
    “How rude!” Her tail swished sharply from side to side as she huffed and continued walking in front of me.  
 
    I chuckled and followed after her.  
 
    There was something odd about the sight before me that I couldn’t pinpoint. I wasn’t sure if it was Laika walking around in her pajamas in a ruined city or if it was something else. I drew my gaze up her body and past the curve of her hips when I realized what was off.  
 
    “You didn’t bring your broadsword?” I asked as I caught up to her again. In the short time that I’d known the swordswoman, I’d gotten used to her carrying the weapon everywhere.  
 
    She laughed lightly in the darkness. “I doubt I’ll need a broadsword with a dragon around.”  
 
    “Getting lazy?” I snorted and hid my hands in my sleeves.  
 
    The swordswoman peered her head over her shoulder at me and raised an eyebrow. “I should leave the heavy lifting to you. After all, you’re the dragon here.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her words but then paused. There was something strange in the air, not like the miasma from before, but something sweeter. It smelled almost like fresh spring water and crisp winter air.  
 
    “Do you smell that?” I asked Laika as she came to a stop before me. “It smells like Alyona’s barrier.”  
 
    The Demi-Human lifted her nose high in the air as she sniffed in search of the scent. “You’re right, how odd.” 
 
    The odor was strangely tantalizing, and my feet turned in its direction of their own accord.  
 
    We followed the scent through the twisting and turning roads of Hatra that were no longer in use. I looked upward, and the dome I had seen from a distance when I first came to Hatra now loomed over us threateningly. The aroma started to grow stronger, but when I glanced up, I saw the path we had approached was a dead end.  
 
    “Damn.” I kicked a stone pebble against a wall.  
 
    Then my heartbeat picked up again, and I felt the rush of blood drum in my ears as the hair rose on my arms.  
 
    There was suddenly a rise of power in the air that didn’t come from me.  
 
    “What is that?” Laika’s eyes darted all around us in search of the origin of the power. “Was it you?”  
 
    “It’s not.” I let my body settle into a loose stance in preparation for anything. “That power isn’t coming from me, it’s coming from somewhere in Hatra.”  
 
    Laika also shifted into a battle stance at my side. The fur on her tail had started to bristle again, and her gray ears were erect as they swiveled and searched for any sound.  
 
    We stood like that for several long minutes, but nothing happened. The scent remained strong and nearly overwhelming, and the power that had risen around us stayed at the same level as it thrummed in our ears with a steady beat.  
 
    I glanced around us with wide eyes, and my heartbeat kicked up a notch as the silence stretched on. I could feel the rise of power in the air, but I couldn’t pinpoint where it came from. Instead, the very atmosphere felt saturated with it, like a dense and heavy fog.  
 
    Then it moved and shifted further ahead of us, and Laika and I broke out into a mad run after it. To chase after it was instinctual, and we both knew we had to reach the source of that sensation.  
 
    The feeling was like catnip to me as we were pulled along its path. It lingered just beyond our senses and taunted us to follow. I glanced at Laika as we ran after it, and I knew that she relished the chase just as much as I did. A wild spark had grown inside of her gray eyes, and it shone like thunder.  
 
    I lifted my head and laughed into the night sky.  
 
    I didn’t know what was happening exactly, but this felt amazing.  
 
    We rounded a corner, and the ground suddenly gave way beneath us. Instead of tumbling head over heels, however, we floated downward into the dark abyss. Laika grabbed onto me, and her claws scraped against my skin.  
 
    I glanced over to where she was and saw that her ears now lay flat against her head.  
 
    “We’ll be fine.” I squeezed her hand back and smiled. A part of me knew I should be panicked, after all we were floating into some mysterious dark hole, but something in my gut told me we weren’t in any danger.  
 
    I’d learned to roll with stranger things. Suddenly turning into a dragon really put things into perspective.  
 
    “That’s fine for you to say, but what is happening?” she asked between gritted teeth.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted, “but somehow, I don’t think it’s something bad.” I peered out around us as we floated downward, but it was a darkness that even my dragon eyes couldn’t pierce.  
 
    How strange.  
 
    “This darkness is unnatural,” Laika muttered as if she could read my thoughts. Then she tightened her grasp on my hand, and her ears twitched even as they stayed flat on her head.  
 
    I had no way of reassuring her since the darkness that surrounded us did seem unnatural, and I didn’t think the swordswoman was inclined to trust my gut feeling.  
 
    Still, in the cave I had been able to see perfectly in near pitch black darkness, but here I couldn’t. Whatever kept us in darkness had to be some sort of enchantment like the one that Alyona had placed on her face veil.  
 
    Eventually, the mysterious power carried us down and settled us on the ground, and there was a soft light that filled the entirety of the chamber we were in. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped as I looked around us. 
 
    Before me was an epic sight that hinted at the previous glory of Hatra. Great carved columns rose up all around the center of the space that we had fallen into, and even in my dragon form, I wouldn’t be able to reach the top of the columns and touch the carved ceiling. The ceiling itself had thousands of stars carved into it from the same bluestone that the rest of the city had been built on, like it had been hewn from the very bedrock of Hatra. 
 
    In between the carved columns were rows and rows of bookshelves that extended as far down as I could see. All the books seemed ancient with their leather-bound spines, and they hummed with power.  
 
    A slight glow emanated from the hallways created by the bookshelves, and I realized that the same crystals from the cave I had woken up in lined every wooden edge I could see.  
 
    My eyes continued to take in the great room, and as my gaze fell to the floor, I noticed we stood on a giant mosaic. The tiles were the same iridescent color of mother-of-pearl, and they depicted many patterns and scenes. Where we stood, the tiles formed giant versions of the crystal fish from the underground lake, and even the scales of the fish gleamed as they reflected the light of the carved stars on the ceiling. 
 
    I took a step forward and enchanted lanterns suddenly came to life and illuminated the entire space around us. The light from the lanterns coupled with the crystals and scales made it seem like we were standing in a field of stars.  
 
    “What is this place?” I looked down one of the hallways and noticed doors in between some of the bookshelves. “Do you think it’s the archives Alyona mentioned?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Laika admitted as she stared up at the grand columns. “It might be. Maybe the secret archives since it’s underground.” 
 
    “But what led us here?” I asked, and I wondered what lay behind those closed doors and why we had ended up here. 
 
    “Maybe we can follow it again.” Laika sniffed the air and frowned. “The scent is everywhere.” 
 
    The scent we had followed surrounded us, and everywhere I turned smelled of crisp winter air and fresh spring water. The very atmosphere felt clean, and as I looked around, I realized there was no hint of dust or mold anywhere.  
 
    “Give me a moment.” I tilted my head as I spread out my senses to try to feel the thrumming power from earlier. “The power’s all around us, too. I can feel it go on and on, almost as if it were a living and evolving creature.”  
 
    “Do you think this is the treasure the miasma is after?” Laika stared with wide gray eyes at the chamber around us.  
 
    “Even if it isn’t, this is a great find for us.” I walked over to the bookshelves and traced the spine of a book. “There has to be hundreds of thousands of books in here. One of them has to talk about the miasma.” 
 
    Laika sniffed at the air again. “No one has been here in years. Centuries maybe.”  
 
    “Maybe even longer,” I muttered as I put together the pieces in my mind. “Anyone who probably knew about this place was killed when the demons first attacked Hatra. 
 
    “Could this have been what the demons were originally after?” Laika dragged her attention away from the beauty of the chamber and faced me. 
 
    “We should go get Alyona. She might know something about this.” My finger lingered on the book, and I had the urge to tug it out of its place.  
 
    The swordswoman walked over to where we had been set down by the strange force that had carried us down into the chamber. “The question is how to get back up there.”  
 
    I reluctantly left the book on the shelf and walked over to where Laika stood.  It was easily a hundred feet from the mosaic floor to the opening in the ceiling.  
 
    “I don’t think I can jump that,” I admitted as I judged the distance and shook my head. “Even in my dragon form.” 
 
    “Please, don’t.” Laika’s jaw clenched. “I’d rather not have you hurt and have both of us stuck down here.”  
 
    “Inspiring vote of confidence there,” I muttered under my breath.  
 
    “Did you forget I can hear you?” The ears on top of Laika’s head swiveled in my direction.  
 
    I glanced away from the wolf immediately. I’d already learned that her tongue could provide quite the lashing if one had annoyed her, and I didn’t want to be a victim of that while we were stuck down here. It was one thing while we were above ground, and I could safely tease her, but down here we needed to focus on our surroundings.   
 
    Something glinted in the darkness, and it caught my eye. I turned in the direction, and my breath caught in my chest.  
 
    “No way,” I mumbled.  
 
    Between one of the carved pillars right behind us was a carved marble staircase that reached to the very top of the ceiling.  
 
    “What is it?” the Demi-Human asked.  
 
    A sigh of relief left me as I pointed to the miraculous stairs.  
 
    “Laika,” I said, “there’s our way out.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Laika and I followed the staircase until we reached a set of hidden blue marble doors that led to the surface. We came out at a different spot than from where we fell in, but a few steps away from the doors was the hole we had fallen through laying right before us.   
 
    The remains of the domed palace loomed behind us, and I wondered just how far under the city the underground chamber spread. 
 
    The sun had begun to rise over the tops of the ruined buildings, and I lifted my hand to shade my eyes from it.  
 
    “We should go tell Alyona about this,” I mentioned to Laika as I peered over at the hole.  
 
    The swordswoman nodded, and we returned to Alyona. When we reached the infirmary and told her what we had found, the priestess almost vibrated with excitement.  
 
    “An underground chamber?” Alyona’s eyes glittered as she paced in front of her desk. “Full of books and rooms as far as the eye can see?”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled from my seat on the bed. “The entrance is a bit hidden by the ruins, but it’s one of the most beautiful things you’ll see. The ceiling looks like the night sky, and the mosaic on the floor … the detail is incredible.”  
 
    “No one’s been in there for centuries.” Laika stepped to the door of the infirmary and turned to face us. “I’m going to get my team and let them know about the chamber. They’ll keep watch along the city wall in case the miasma comes again. I’ll meet you at the chamber entrance.”  
 
    I nodded at the swordswoman, and she slipped out of the door.  
 
    “You never read anything about an underground chamber like that?” I asked as my attention shifted to the pacing priestess in front of me.  
 
    Alyona gracefully sat next to me on the bed and leaned her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t think I have,” she sighed and slumped next to me. “I’ve been wracking my mind, but I don’t remember any mention of any underground chambers. A lot of the records about Hatra and its blueprints are locked away, though. I’m sorry that I can’t be of any more help.”   
 
    “Hey, don’t worry about that,” I reassured her as I placed my arm around her shoulders. “We’re going down there, and we’ll take our time discovering its secrets.”  
 
    The priestess smiled sweetly up at me, and my heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “You should go.” Alyona stood swiftly from the bed and pinned half of her hair up in a smooth movement. “I need to prepare a few things first, and then I’ll meet you there.”  
 
    “How are you going to find it?” I tilted my head in confusion at the priestess. “I can lead you to it if I stay.”  
 
    “I’ll follow your power there.” Alyona winked as she placed a finger over my lips.  
 
    “Um, okay.” I went cross eyed for a moment as I focused on her delicate finger and fought back the urge to kiss it. 
 
    Then I shook my head and stood from the bed to move toward the door. As I stepped out of the infirmary, I heard the rustle of fabric and knew that Alyona had slipped out of her nightgown. I immediately closed the door and leaned on the outside of it with a groan.  
 
    “Come on, pull yourself together,” I muttered to myself as I wiped away the thoughts of a nude Alyona from my mind. “She’s a priestess, and priestesses are supposed to be pure.” 
 
    But the dragon in me was hungry, and not just for food or gold. I felt a carnal desire for the woman that was making my mouth water. 
 
    “I need a cold shower or something,” I whispered to myself as I walked in the direction of the underground chamber and the hole I’d fallen through with Laika.  
 
    Ruslan, the fox Demi-Human who had gathered the corrupted villagers the previous night, stood in front of the hole that Laika and I had fallen through. His ears leaned forward as he bent down to sniff at the air, and they twitched sporadically in turn. The fox hadn’t put on a shirt, and I could see the silver tinged scars that lined his back and arms. He was also barefoot, and I noticed that instead of toenails he had tiny claws. There was no visible tail like Laika’s and Anton’s, but the surrounding air seemed to shimmer.   
 
    What I knew about foxes in games was that they were generally tricksters who had the ability to change their form and create illusions. Maybe he was hiding his tail with an illusion?  
 
    I stopped next to Laika and leaned against one of the fallen walls that were a common sight within the ruined city.  
 
    The warrior-woman had her leather armor back on but had left her broadsword behind. Instead, she had a pair of short swords strapped to both of her hips in matching dark blue scabbards. The criss crossed sword belts put an emphasis on her toned waist and drew the eye up toward the way the leather armor molded over her breasts. 
 
    She was quite tasty.  
 
    “Ruslan,” the swordswoman greeted before her eyes flicked over to me, “the two of you have not yet been properly introduced.”  
 
    The fox flashed a wild smile before he threw his head back to laugh. “It is not like these are normal times, and Hatra is not a place where manners thrive.”  
 
    I grinned at the fox’s good humor and lack of formality.  
 
    “Still, I want to get to know you guys and everyone here in Hatra.” I stepped forward, offered a handshake to the fox, and remembered the way Laika and her comrades had greeted me. “Well met, Ruslan. I am Evan.”  
 
    “Well met, Evan.” Ruslan grasped my forearm tightly. “You have my thanks for saving my people and our Lady. I am called Ruslan, and I am one of the three Elders of Hatra.”  
 
    “You don’t have to thank me, I wanted to help,” I replied, but in the back of my mind, a question nagged at me. “I don’t mean to be rude, but do you mean Alyona when you say ‘our lady’?”  
 
    The fox nodded.  
 
    “Aye, the priestess. She brought hope back to us, and for that we can never thank her enough.” Ruslan turned to face Laika as she leaned against the stone wall. “Is she coming to see this? I know that Julia and Moskal will be here soon. They had told the rest of the villagers to stay away until we deemed this safe or not.” 
 
    I nodded my head at his words because it was sound logic. With the miasma and demon attacks, one could never be too careful. I shuddered to think of how structurally unsound the ruins probably were.  
 
    “Yes, she said she had to prepare some seals but that she would be here soon,” Laika replied, and her hand curled around the ornate pommel of the short sword on her left hip as one of her ears swiveled in the direction of the infirmary. “They’re close.”  
 
    I could feel Alyona’s presence as she approached, and it was like a bright light in the back of my head. I turned to see her come around the corner, and the priestess had a light skip to her step as she walked toward us. I felt myself relax at the sight of her cheerfulness, and the last of my worries dissipated as I realized she was fully recovered from last night’s concussion.  
 
    Next to her walked two villagers, and I wondered if they were the Julia and Moskal that Ruslan had mentioned.  
 
    Julia was an attractive woman who looked like she was in her early thirties. Her light brown hair was piled on top of her head in a loose and messy bun, and she wore a half opened robe of pale orange over loose black trousers and a black tank top. She was barefoot just like Ruslan, and her pale blue eyes peeked over the paper fan she lazily fanned herself with.  
 
    The painting on the fan was that of a golden dragon rising toward a brilliant white moon. More dragons were etched on the silver handle, and I could sense a vague sort of power that slept inside of the fan. 
 
    I looked at Moskal and noticed that there was a familial resemblance between him and Julia. They shared the same light brown hair and pale blue eyes. He was dressed similarly to Julia, but the color of his robe was a dark brown, and he had a fan tucked into the waistband of his black trousers. The air around the two shimmered the same way that the air around Ruslan did, and I wondered what that meant. 
 
    “Well met, young dragon, I am Julia, and this is my brother, Moskal.” Julia stopped before me and tilted her head up to look at me. “We are both Elders of Hatra.” 
 
    She wasn’t a tall woman, probably closer to Alyona, but there was something intimidating about her mere presence. She quietly demanded respect, and I could understand why. Her people suffered and eked out a living amongst constant attacks while the rest of the world ignored them. By all odds, there shouldn’t have been anyone even alive in the ruins, but they had proved the odds wrong. That couldn’t have been easy, and she did have my respect for everything they had suffered and overcome. 
 
    “Well met, Elder Julia and Elder Moskal.” I offered my hand to the woman in front of me. “I am Evan.”  
 
    “Well met indeed.” A wide smile stretched across Julia’s face as she grasped my forearm in the same manner that Ruslan had. “I would make a guess that my fox already thanked you, but I’ll do it again. Thank you for what you’ve done.”  
 
    “I did what anyone else would have.” My eyes found Alyona’s eyes as I spoke, and a small smile crossed the priestess’s face.  
 
    Julia scoffed. “No, not everyone would have done that. Otherwise, Hatra would have been rebuilt by now.”  
 
    “Calm yourself, that’s not why we’re here,” Moskal soothed as he placed his hand on Julia’s shoulder.  
 
    Ruslan walked to where the other two Elders stood, took one of Julia’s hands in his, and pressed a kiss to it. There was a soft tenderness to the scene, and I felt a purr grow inside of my chest because the dragon instincts inside of me demanded a pack to protect. 
 
    Then a soft hand wrap itself around one of mine, and I turned to see it was the priestess who had come to a stop by my side. 
 
    It had only been a day since I’d met Alyona, and I’d already grown so fond of the little priestess. I’d never really dated in my old life back on Earth because I could never find the time for it. I was always too focused on my classes and my training, or I was traveling with Aunt Emma and helping at her shop. Matters of the heart had never seemed that important to me unless it was something in one of my textbooks.  
 
    But now, I wasn’t so sure.  
 
    “Is this the library you found?” Alyona peered over at the large hole tucked behind a ruined wall.  
 
    “I’m not certain it can be described like that.” Laika stepped away from the wall she had been reclining on and walked over to where we stood. “It felt more like it found us, my Lady.”  
 
    “How strange. We never even knew it was here.” Julia walked closer to the hole and peered down into it. 
 
    “We were born right after Hatra first fell, and this whole place is a mess of ruins and holes. How could we have known?” Moskal sighed as he glanced at the ruins around us. 
 
    “Wait, what do you mean you were born after the city fell?” I did some quick mental math and blanched at the numbers. “That would make you…”  
 
    “Moskal is the youngest of the three of us.” Julia grinned as she snapped open her paper fan and went back to fanning herself. “He’s seven hundred and ninety eight this year. Ruslan is a solid eight centuries. And I, dear dragon, am the oldest at nine hundred and twenty five. A fine vintage, if I do say so myself.”  
 
    My mind went blank. I hadn’t thought it was possible for humans to live that long and not look their age. 
 
    “I have to ask, how are you even alive?” I asked as my curiosity got the best of me.  
 
    “Laika told us you were a sheltered summoned dragon, but it is surprising that you do not know this.” Moskal pulled his own fan out and thoughtfully tapped his cheek with it. “Then again, dragons normally do not concern themselves with the ways of petty mortals. Perhaps there are even no cultivators in your plane of existence.”  
 
    “There aren’t,” I dryly agreed. “I don’t even know what you mean by cultivators.” 
 
    “Cultivation is the path humans, Demi-Humans, and the other mortals who inhabit Inati can take to extend their natural lifespan through meditation,” Moskal said as he launched into what felt like a practiced explanation he’d given a thousand times. “This also includes the study of both martial and mystical arts and the cultivation of the material life force that flows throughout Inati.”  
 
    “But how does that let you live nearly a thousand years?” I couldn’t imagine living that long and being constantly under attack from the miasma. “Just by doing some breathing exercises, you’re immortal?” 
 
    “All of us have the seed of a spiritual sea inside of us,” Alyona explained as she touched just below her collarbone with one finger. “Cultivation is honing the power inside of you, controlling it until it changes from a turbulent sea to one that has found its own steady current. From there, you absorb the energy that’s all around you, from the heavens to the earth to the underworld, and then you slowly shed your mortal shell.”   
 
    “You said it’s a path, so where does it end?” I thought about how I had ended up in the world of Inati, and if the path I had somehow traveled was similar to the path Moskal had explained to me.  
 
    “Some can get lost on the path, others fall off it.” Moskal shrugged and snapped open his fan. “And there are some who reach immortality and then attain godhood, albeit a minor godhood. We call those Celestial Divinities, and even then the path continues for them until they break the path and create their own reality.”  
 
    “What about those who break the path, what do you call them?” I thought about the dragon painted on Julia’s fan and imagined for a moment that I was the dragon and I had reached the skies.  
 
    I shook the thought out of my head. I didn’t even know how to cultivate, and I had more important things on my plate. Like getting the people of Hatra back on their feet and figuring out a way back home.  
 
    “Celestial Emperors.” Alyona’s hand tightened around mine as she spoke. “It is said that they are sovereigns who rule the different realms and planes and may even create their own.”  
 
    “As scintillating as this explanation is, we’ve yet to explore that,” Julia chimed in as she pointed down into the hole. “And if no one else will, I shall since I’m eager to see what our forefathers hid away. There might even be something which can fight back against the miasma down there.”  
 
    The female Elder of Hatra swept past us in a flurry of orange fabric and toward the staircase that led down into the forgotten library. Ruslan exaggeratedly rolled his eyes as he followed her, and I bit back a laugh. Elder Julia definitely had a spark to her, and I knew that she and Aunt Emma would have gotten along beautifully if they had ever met.  
 
    That or they would have butted heads immediately and hated each other because of how stubborn the other was.  
 
    “Ladies first.” I swept my arm in front of me and motioned to Alyona and Laika.  
 
    Alyona laughed lightly while Laika rolled her eyes at my grand gesture.  
 
    “I’ll follow behind the two of you with Moskal,” the wolf said as she tapped the scabbard of one of her short swords. “It’s better to go in pairs, just in case.”  
 
    “True.” I nodded as I lifted the hand that was still entwined with Alyona’s and pulled her toward the stairs. “I guess it’s just you and me for now.”  
 
    Underneath her face veil, I saw a dark blush spread across her cheeks, and I felt a thrill run through me at the knowledge that I was the one who had made her blush like that.  
 
    I smiled cheekily and laughed as we took the first step down the staircase into the forgotten library and followed behind the two Elders. 
 
    As we descended into darkness, there was a pale white flame in Ruslan’s hands, and smaller orbs of white hovered all around us. Some of the orbs sought out all the sconces on the walls that hadn’t come to life when Laika and I had entered during the night. The other orbs flew down the rows of bookshelves. 
 
    Alyona gasped as the rows upon rows of bookshelves came into view, and I could hear the way her heartbeat picked up as her grip on my hand tightened. She stopped on the staircase and just stared at the beauty of the forgotten space.  
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” she breathed out as her eyes trailed the constellations that decorated the wide expanse of the ceiling and the carvings that covered every inch of the grand columns. 
 
    “There aren’t any booby traps,” Julia called out from the chaise lounge she had commandeered by one of the columns.  
 
    The little priestess glanced up at me with wide eyes that seemed to glow above her face veil, and she nearly vibrated with excitement next to me.  
 
    “Go ahead, you little bookworm,” I laughed.  
 
    In one moment, she untangled her hand from mine, practically flew down the rest of the stairs, and then dashed down one of the corridors. Her sleeves flew behind her, and she looked like a purple cloud.  
 
    Laika fell into step beside me and raised an eyebrow at the sight. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her move so quickly outside of a fight.”  
 
    “Don’t get between a bookworm and their book.” I nodded sagely as we made quick work of the remaining steps.  
 
    The two of us left behind the Elders in the center of the library and followed Alyona’s scent trail down the many rows of books. It took us a while to find her in the maze of bookshelves because she had crossed back on her path many times. When we finally did manage to find her, she had already amassed a small mountain of books. 
 
    Alyona kneeled in a circle of open books in one of the corridors, and she leaned forward to trace the words in a book with her finger.  
 
    I whistled lowly at the sight of all the open books and wondered just how fast she had read them.  
 
    “This is strange,” the priestess murmured but didn’t look up as we approached. “This says that the miasma can be driven away by dragonsblood.”  
 
    “You are not using my blood,” was my immediate reply as I pictured a tap being shoved into my arm.   
 
    “Of course not, it’s a tree, and its resin is blood red,” Alyone sighed in amused frustration. “According to legend, long ago an ancient dragon created it so that his love would be safe even when he would leave her side. He cut his wrist with his claws and from where his blood dropped onto the earth, the trees grew.”  
 
    “How is a resin going to help or keep anyone safe?” I walked into the circle, sat down next to Alyona, and picked up a book that had various drawings of a tree in it.  
 
    I couldn’t read the rune-like language that the book was written in. I was a bit disappointed, but it was just something new for me to learn, and I was sure that I’d be able to pick it up quickly. My mind wandered for a moment, and I thought of how Alyona could reward me if she were the one teaching me the language. My fantasy involved those beautiful breasts of hers that her priestess dress barely covered.  
 
    I shook my head. This was not the moment to have a tent growing in my pants.  
 
    “I thought it was only used to drive away malignant spirits?” Laika kneeled down in front of me and looked through one of the empty books. 
 
    “We do burn this in the temples and use it as an oil to purify and drive away dark energies.” Alyona tapped a finger against her veiled lips in thought. “If this is true, then this is perhaps the true reason why the temples are the safest of places and are rarely, if ever, attacked by the miasma.”  
 
    “The temples haven’t been attacked?” I looked up from the book I had in my lap. “Are there a lot of temples like that?”  
 
    “They’re attacked very rarely, since there’s always many priests, priestesses, and cultivators in every temple,” the priestess laughed bitterly. “It was thought that the strength of that combined purity was enough to keep them away. And all this time it was the incense. We could have saved so many.”  
 
    “Then let’s go and get it.” I stood up immediately. “Spread the word and all that jazz.” 
 
    “Jazz?” Both the wolf and priestess repeated the word at the same time with curiosity in their voices. 
 
    “It’s a saying from where I’m from.” I ran my hand through my hair out of habit and thought of the easiest way to describe the slang term. “It means everything else like it. So, spread the word and get it planted everywhere.”  
 
    “In the forest, there’s a village where the tree grows.” Alyona traced the drawing of a sapling. “Some of the purest dragonsblood is harvested in the Asuras’ village.”  
 
    “Asuras?” I tested the word on my tongue. 
 
    “Ah, I suppose they can be considered Demi-Humans,” the priestess replied as she closed the books in front of her. “They tend to shun large settlements and prefer to live surrounded by nature.”  
 
    Alyona raised her right hand and slid it through the air. Her hand suddenly disappeared, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up as I let out a hiss. She pulled her hand out, and she had a stack of papers in her hand. She repeated that same action and pulled out from literally thin air a handful of jade rings and bracelets, along with an inkwell and an ink brush. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” My eyes went wide. “Scratch that, what did you just do?” 
 
    The priestess laid the papers and jade jewelry out on the floor in front of her. She uncapped the inkwell, and I could feel a shift in the air. The smell of lightning and purity filled the space around us as the air thrummed with power.  
 
    “We need something to trade with them.” Alyona blinked back at me, and her eyes had shifted in depth. Now, bits of silver sparkled through the amethyst hue. “We cannot just take the dragonsblood from the Asuras without giving something back to them in return.”  
 
    I looked over at Laika, and the wolf seemed nonplussed by what had just happened. She was still looking through the book that was in front of her.  
 
    “I still don’t know what you’re doing.” I blinked again. “Or how you pulled that out.” 
 
    It had to have been some sort of storage space, except I had no idea how it worked.  
 
    But I wanted one. 
 
    “It’s space magic,” Alyona laughed lightly as her fingers trailed over the jade jewelry. “It’s a pocket dimension that I can use as storage. Most adventurers and cultivators have interspatial items that allow them their own storage space.” 
 
    “Like this one.” Laika patted the belt that she wore low around her toned hips. “I can’t use space magic, but this was enchanted to have a storage space. I can store things inside of it and pull them out with a thought.”  
 
    That settled it. I was going to learn space magic, and if I couldn’t learn it, I was getting an interspatial item.  
 
    “And what are you doing to the jewelry?” I shuffled forward and sat down in between the two women. 
 
    “Talismans and enchantments to offer in trade.” Alyona’s full focus had shifted back onto the items in front of her, and her voice had begun to trail off. “For good health and protecting, for invoking guardian spirits to exorcise malignant spirits and so on.”  
 
    What she was doing to those trinkets was like what she had done with her face veil to trap the miasma only this time she was prepared and wasn’t exhausted. With the face veil, she had chanted what I considered to be a spell, but this time she didn’t chant anything. I was fascinated by the way she wove her power into the objects before her, and I wondered if she could enchant something so I would be able to read the languages of Inati.  
 
    Having a storage space would be amazing, but I didn’t have anything to store in it, and right now being able to read was a bit more important. I needed to learn as much as I could about Demi-Human biology and human biology in this world. And now I had to take into account any possible biological differences caused by the path of cultivation.  
 
    I ended up dozing off between Laika and Alyona for however long it took the priestess to prepare the trade items and slip everything back into her storage space or whatever she called it. Laika was the one to wake me, and she did so by dropping a pile of books a foot away from me. I was startled by the sudden noise and hissed in warning.  
 
    Laika bit back a snort, and Alyona let out an aborted laugh while I halfheartedly glared at them.  
 
    “Alright, alright ladies, fun and games are over,” I muttered as I stood up and dusted off my clothes. “We have things to do and a schedule to keep, chop chop!”  
 
    “I’ll meet the two of you by the outer wall in fifteen minutes, is that fine?” Alyona asked as she tugged at the hem of her dress. “I need to set a barrier up before we leave.” 
 
    “That’s cool with me.” I looked at Laika and shrugged. “I don’t really need to grab anything.”  
 
    “Nor I.” Laika patted the swords at her side. “These will serve me well for today.”  
 
    “Perfect.” Alyona smiled and let go of the hem. “I’ll see you both then.”  
 
    The priestess dashed away in the direction of the entrance, and I stared at her bare feet. I had easily kept pace with Laika and her comrades when we came to Hatra, but I didn’t know if Alyona would be able to keep that fast of a pace. I was worried about her feet getting injured on top of how she was faring after the barrier incident. A long day of travel might prove too much for the priestess.  
 
    “Are there any horses in Hatra?” I asked the wolf next to me.  
 
    Laika stared at me for one long moment and shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “Shit,” I winced, but then a thought occurred to me.  
 
    This would be the perfect opportunity to carry the priestess. 
 
    I could already see her in my arms as I carried her bridal style and how she would look up at me with loving eyes.  
 
    “If you’re worried about my Lady, then you’re worrying needlessly,” Laika yawned and walked away in the direction of the staircase.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I followed after with more than a little curiosity in my voice.  
 
    “When we traveled to Hatra, she was the one who set the pace,” the wolf Demi-Human replied as she rolled her shoulders and stretched her arms above her head languidly. “She’s a wandering priestess, and she crossed Rahma to reach Hatra, and then again to find the Blue Tree Guild. A little journey into the forest won’t hurt her.”  
 
    The swordswoman hadn’t lied to me yet, but I was still skeptical. Alyona had a softness to her body that complemented Laika’s muscled one when they stood next to each other, but it wasn’t a body that could stand harsh travel. Logically, I knew that appearances were usually deceiving and that was especially true in this world where nine hundred-year-old grandmas looked like they had just turned thirty three.  
 
    Still, I worried.  
 
    The beautiful little priestess had awoken a protectiveness inside of me that I wasn’t sure how to explain or pinpoint. I just didn’t want her to suffer or be uncomfortable, and I wanted to be the one to help her.  
 
    I had felt some of the hoarding tendencies and gold lust that dragons would always suffer from in the movies I’d watched and the games I played, but it wasn’t an uncontrollable lust for treasure.  
 
    Well. Not yet at least. 
 
    What did course through me was a deep and unbridled desire to hoard Alyona and Laika, to keep them safe and always by my side so they would be mine. While I felt something similar for the people of Hatra and the other adventurers from the Blue Tree Guild, it just wasn’t the same depth as to what I had begun to feel for the two women. I really didn’t even know how to describe it and would do my best to ignore it until things with the miasma had settled. 
 
    A barrier of shimmering blue rose up around the city of Hatra before fifteen minutes had passed, and then Alyona met us by the outer wall. 
 
    “There!” Alyona stood on tiptoe as she smiled up at the barrier. “That’ll hold under anything the miasma can throw at it.”  
 
    “Are you sure you’re up to this?” I stepped closer to her, and her hair swayed in a slight breeze, so I reached to move the loose strands that had crossed her face. “Laika and I can go by ourselves. Or I can carry you.”  
 
    Behind me, Laika snorted.  
 
    “Thank you, Evan, but there is no need.” Alyona placed her hand on mine, and her smile grew gentler.  
 
    Then the priestess took off running. Laika smirked at me and sprinted after her.  
 
    I had no choice but to chase after the two of them.  
 
    I regretted the missed opportunity to carry Alyona, but this was even better. My instincts screamed at me to chase her and bite at the flesh that peeked from underneath her dress. I wanted to press my mouth against every inch of her and learn the deepest tastes and secrets of her body.  
 
    Between the trunks of thick oak trees, I would catch glimpses of Alyona and Laika as they ran ahead of me. Even though my stamina had increased thanks to becoming a dragon, the two women lingered just out of my reach due to the head start they had on me.   
 
    I passed by a large oak tree and stopped on its moss covered roots as I looked at the forest. The plant life was larger than anything I had ever seen. It would take forty or fifty men holding hands to circle any of the trees. I drew in a deep breath, and I could smell the life of the trees around me. Everything smelled of a clean freshness full of the promise of growth and new life.  
 
    Then my eyes slid closed as I listened closely to the sounds around me, and I could hear the gentle song of small creeks and rivers inside of the forest and the way the wind rustled through the branches and leaves.  
 
    After all of that running between the trees and their roots, I didn’t feel tired. I ran faster than I had back on Earth and for longer, and it felt natural to run through the forest. 
 
    A bright light flickered in front of my closed eyes, and I opened them to see Alyona standing on tip toe in front of me. The priestess giggled and took off at a run again, and the desire to chase after her and pin her against a tree while I explored her body rose up inside of me again.  
 
    One minute, my instincts were driving me insane with thoughts of Alyona, but then the hair on the back of my neck stood up as I felt a pit of unease settle into my stomach. I skidded to a stop, and so did the two women with me. There was something wrong, but I wasn’t sure what. I glanced to my two companions, and I could almost see the anxious energy come off them in waves.  
 
    Laika fingered her short swords and sniffed the air. I followed suit and smelled nothing but the forest. 
 
    Alyona stared off to the east. “There’s something foul in the air.”  
 
    The wind shifted as soon as she said those words, and the scent of ash and death filled my nose.  
 
    I heard Laika’s low growl, and we broke into a run again.    
 
    Our fears were confirmed when we reached the clearing in the middle of the forest.  
 
    The village in the center of the clearing was a smoking ruin. 
 
    “No.” Alyona had come to a jarring stop at the edge of the village, and her voice wavered with horror. “This village has always been here, it can’t be gone. The people … oh gods have mercy upon their souls.”  
 
    My heart dropped at the sight of the destruction, and I swallowed heavily. I had gotten used to the ruins of Hatra, but this was fresh destruction.  
 
    A sob came from the center of the ruined village, and Alyona immediately dashed toward the sound.  
 
    Laika and I followed close on her heels.  
 
    There was a girl with pale silvery blue hair and ivory horns, maybe around the age of five or six, kneeling in the village square. Her clothes were charred, and she was covered in soot as she buried her face in her hands as she sobbed.  
 
    The second I laid eyes on her, I instantly went into EMT mode and glanced over her for injuries. A moment later, words flashed across my vision.  
 
    Classification: Asura 
 
    Condition: Energy drained. Minor healing burns.  
 
    Priority: Immediate rest recommended in order to recover. 
 
    Status: Fatigued due to overuse of power.  
 
    “Shh, little darling, you’re safe now.” Alyona knelt in front of the girl and gently placed her hands on the girl’s shoulders. “What’s your name?”  
 
    “Ilyushina she is named, star lady.” Tears trailed down the girl’s soot covered face as she threw herself into Alyona’s arms. “Ilyushina has lost her people. Ilyushina has failed.”  
 
    “What happened here?” I looked around at the burned down village, and then I noticed three other shellshocked survivors. A little boy, a woman, and a man.  
 
    The boy was a little older than Ilyushina, and he walked to where we stood. His hair was the same silver tinged blue as hers, and he had ivory horns as well. In his hands he dragged a sword that was too big for him and collapsed next to Ilyushina and Alyona.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked as I stooped over him.  
 
    Before he could respond, another status update flashed before my eyes.  
 
    Classification: Asura 
 
    Condition: Mild concussion and minor healing burns.  
 
    Priority: Proceed with caution. 
 
    Status: No attention needed in regards to concussion. 
 
    “Winged monsters filled the sky.” The boy’s voice was hoarse as he spoke. “They were just there, no one saw them come. We couldn’t stop them.”  
 
    “Demons?” I knelt in front of the boy and looked him over for any open wounds on his head. There was no need, though, I quickly found. I could sense that his wounds were already healing, and the speed of his healing was on par or even faster than Laika’s.  
 
    “No, they couldn’t have been. No demons would have been able to pass the protective boundary.” A woman who sat in front of the remains of what was once a smithy spoke with a voice just as hoarse as the boy’s. “They were summoned creatures the likes of which we had never before seen. We fought to protect our people and survive, but it was not enough.”  
 
    I frowned and looked over the woman. She had shoulder length pale blue hair and a pair of ivory horns on her head. Her eyes were a dark gold, and ash covered the features of her heart-shaped face, from her full lips to her small nose.  
 
    Classification: Asura 
 
    Condition: Concussion, healing bruises, and broken ribs. 
 
    Priority: Proceed with caution. 
 
    Status: No attention needed in regards to concussion.  
 
    Laika walked over to the woman and offered her a drink of water from a leather pouch. The woman accepted the water gratefully and broke down into sobs while Laika rubbed circles on her back. 
 
    Laika and I made eye contact, and I could see the burning rage inside of the wolf’s eyes. 
 
    I glanced around but didn’t see any bodies within the village, and I wondered how many people there had been to begin with. Then I saw the dirty hands of the woman by the smithy and the man who stood off to the side by a burned oak tree. I realized they must have already buried everyone, and my stomach twisted at the thought. 
 
    “We are the only ones who survived,” the man spoke softly as he placed his hand on the trunk of a burned tree. “Our Lord and Lady fell protecting the trees. The village burned. The trees burned. Everything and everyone burned.”  
 
    I glanced at the man to see if he needed to be healed.  
 
    Classification: Asura 
 
    Condition: Concussion, healing bruises and minor burns. 
 
    Priority: Proceed with caution. 
 
    Status: No attention needed in regards to concussion. 
 
    Laika stood from where she had comforted the woman, walked over to the man, and pulled out another leather pouch from her storage space. “Here, drink. It’ll calm you.”  
 
    The man stared at Laika and the leather pouch helplessly. “What’s the point? All the dragonsblood is gone. Our lives are gone. Our people are gone.” 
 
    “No, not all of them,” Ilyushina chimed in, and her voice was desperate as she spoke. “Ilyushina protected the saplings. Ilyushina held the barrier as much as she could.” The little girl trembled, and tears began to spill out of her large golden eyes. 
 
    Alyona pressed her forehead to Ilyushina and spoke softly. “You did as much as you could. Do not blame yourself, any of you. You are not to blame for the cruelties of others.”  
 
    “Mother and Father told me I was to protect and lead the village when I grew up,” the boy sniffled, and the sound tore at both my heart and my instincts. “But there’s no village left to protect.” 
 
    I had to comfort him. 
 
    I slipped one arm under the boy’s knees and placed the other one on his back. In one smooth motion, I stood with him in my arms, and his head dropped in exhaustion against my shoulder.  
 
    “You can’t stay here, come back to Hatra with us,” I offered, and anger curled in my chest at all the destruction I saw, but I kept it out of my voice for the children’s sake. “There’s safety in numbers.”  
 
    “This was our home.” The boy looked up at me with a desperate plea in his golden eyes.  
 
    “And I promise you that it will be rebuilt,” I replied softly. “But first you need to rebuild yourselves, and you can’t do it with just the four of you. There’s more than enough room in Hatra for you all, and I know that Hatra is in ruins too, but there’s food and shelter. That’s what matters right now. Making sure that the four of you survive.” 
 
    The two adult Asuras glanced at the small boy in my arms and then at the little girl in Alyona’s arms. Their gold eyes hardened with determination.  
 
    “We will follow you to Hatra,” the woman spoke softly as she stared at me. “Our little prince and princess need to be safe.”  
 
    “And they will be,” I promised the Asura as I knew I wouldn’t let anything happen to them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    I carried the young Asura to a tree stump and set him on it. His physical wounds were healing, but his mind was still scarred, and he was also covered with soot. I pulled off my outer shirt and used one of the leather pouches full of water Laika had handed out to all of us to wash the soot from his face.  
 
    “What’s your name, kiddo?” I asked as I brushed the twigs and rocks out of his silvery blue hair.  
 
    Grooming the young Asura was partly because of my soft spot for kids that had only grown while working as an EMT, but it also came from my dragon instincts. I still hadn’t learned or understood them all yet since more and more were waking up in me every day, but right now what I wanted to do was clean and feed the two kids. It was a nagging sensation in my stomach and felt like a dull ache in my head. I had to take care of them and make sure they were safe. To a lesser extent, I felt the same for the other two Asuras, but the majority of it was focused on the kids.  
 
    I kept thinking of them as hatchlings, and I could feel a protectiveness course through my veins. 
 
    “Ilya,” the boy mumbled as he looked up at me. “Ilyushina is my sister.”  
 
    “You know, there are a lot of places for the two of you to run around back in Hatra.” I ruffled his hair and winked. “I’m pretty sure there are some kids around your age, too.”  
 
    I hadn’t seen any children so far during my time at Hatra, but I remembered that Ruslan had mentioned them once to Laika. Maybe I’d see them soon. 
 
    “But Hatra was destroyed,” the boy muttered, and his mournful golden eyes tore at my heart. “We’ll be no safer there.”  
 
    I could feel my heart ache at what Ilya and the other Asuras had been put through. Everything and everyone they had ever known and loved had been destroyed by a monster they hadn’t been able to defeat. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the devastation and despair that the four survivors must be feeling. I had lost my mother when I was small, but I hadn’t lost my whole world as the Asuras had. 
 
    At that moment, I made a promise to myself that Ilya and his sister would never have that expression in their eyes again. They were just children, and they deserved to live a carefree life.  
 
    I didn’t care what it took, but I would make sure they were safe and happy.  
 
    “That’s not true,” I replied firmly. “There’s a lot of strong people in Hatra right now.”  
 
    “Like who?” Ilya looked around his devastated village. “I do not think anyone could have stopped those things.” 
 
    “Well, there’s the party from the Blue Tree Guild for one,” I answered, “and I’ve heard that they’re super famous and have never failed any of their contracts.” I thought about the five brave adventurers who hadn’t backed down in the face of certain death, and I felt proud to have fought alongside them. “They even took down three stone giants by themselves.” 
 
    “Really?” His eyes widened at my words, and he glanced at the sword he had dropped earlier. 
 
    “Yeah, you see the wolf over there, Laika?” I pointed to where the Demi-Human walked around the perimeter of the burnt village. “She’s their leader.”  
 
    “I’ve never met a real adventurer before,” Ilya said in a hushed tone, and by how wide his eyes were, I could tell he was suitably awed as he looked at the wolf-girl.  
 
    “Now you have,” I laughed as I crossed my arms over my chest.   
 
    “Who else is there to protect Hatra?” Ilya looked back up at me with curiosity in his eyes.  
 
    It was easy to tell what he was thinking. He wanted to become stronger and thought that if he had been stronger then maybe the village would still be safe. The thought of teaching him jiu-jitsu crossed my mind, and that made me wonder about how many of the villagers back in Hatra actually knew how to fight and defend themselves. They’d managed to subdue each other whenever the miasma had attacked, but I didn’t know if they had ever fought for their lives. I’d have to bring it up with the Elders and Laika at some point.  
 
    Then a shudder went through me as I remembered the way Alyona had been attacked by the corrupted villager. She would have no choice but to take those self-defense classes if she didn’t know any fighting style. I couldn’t risk her getting hurt like that again.  
 
    “Well, there’s a pretty powerful priestess,” I let a large smile cross my face as I nodded toward Alyona, “and then there’s me, the big bad dragon.”  
 
    “I’ve never seen a real dragon this close before,” Ilya admitted in a small voice as he tugged on my sleeve. “Are you really a dragon? You look like a human.”  
 
    “I’m a dragon in human form.” I tugged back my sleeve to show him the black scales under my clothes, and I tapped at the scales with my claws.  
 
    “Wooooow!” Ilya looked up at me in awe.  
 
    “Yeah,” I couldn’t help but laugh, “so, what do you think about dragons?”  
 
    “Ilyushina does not think you are bad,” the youngest Asura called out from Alyona’s lap as her face was washed and dried by the priestess. “You washed Ilya’s face.” 
 
    Even the two older Asuras cracked a smile at Ilyushina’s comment. It was like a breath of fresh air in the destroyed village, and it filled me with hope.  
 
    Everything in this new world had moved at a nonstop pace, and it felt like I was never going to be able to catch my breath. But the pure and innocent trust of a child after having watched her entire village be destroyed had been what I needed.  
 
    “Evan,” Laika said as she walked up to me with a steely glint in her eyes, “I am going to stay here while you and my Lady take them back.”  
 
    “You think those things are gonna come back?” I glanced up at the sky automatically in search for any of the winged creatures that had attacked the village.  
 
    “I’d rather be here just in case instead of risking any clues being destroyed.” Laika’s ears twitched as she paid attention to each and every sound made in our surroundings. “There’s also the matter of the dragonsblood saplings.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Still, I don’t like you being left alone here.” I frowned and calculated how long it would take us to get to Hatra on foot and come back. “It’ll probably be an hour before we can come back with help.”  
 
    “Why don’t we send Anton and the others a message and have them wait for us?” Alyona tilted her head and furrowed her brow as Ilyushina curled further into her lap.  
 
    “My gorget can send messages, but not anything complicated,” Laika said as she frowned.  
 
    “It can send messages?” I stared in awe at the gorget Laika wore. “That’s fuc--ah, awesome.”  
 
    I cut back my curse in time and glanced at the two kids. Good, they didn’t notice my slip up, but Laika narrowed her eyes at me.  
 
    Alyona glanced down at the Asura curled in her lap. “I’m going to do something, but they aren’t summoned spirits, so please don’t be afraid.”  
 
    “Star lady?” The girl glanced up at Alyona and placed her small hands on the priestess’s cheeks. “I trust you.”  
 
    “Thank you, little darling.” The priestess placed a gentle kiss on the little girl’s forehead. “Could you sit next to me for a little while? Only while I do this.” 
 
    Ilyushina nodded and clambered off Alyona’s lap to sit next to her with wide eyes.  
 
    Then Alyona leaned forward carefully and placed one of her fingers in the dirt before her. She drew in a breath, and her gemstone eyes shimmered in the daylight.  
 
    The world somehow grew smaller, and all I could focus on was a growing and glowing surge of power that was concentrated on the tip of Alyona’s finger. It was like she had a tiny star that dangled from her finger, and I felt my skin prickle with every passing moment.  
 
    This wasn’t like the barriers she’d risen before or even when she’d enchanted the jewelry in the library. This felt like something was being born in front of my eyes.  
 
    Alyona dragged her finger in the dirt and made the outline of a small fox. Then she shook the dirt from her hand and placed her finger where the heart of the fox should have been. Ever so slowly, she lifted her finger from the dirt, and the form of a fox rose up out of the dust.  
 
    The fox yawned and stretched before it sat down on its hind legs in front of her.  
 
    I could feel that the fox was alive, and I could even hear a heartbeat inside of its chest as the dirt faded into fur and claws. 
 
    “What is that?” I stared in complete awe at the fox that Alyona had brought to life.  
 
    “She created a spirit whose sole purpose is to serve and protect her,” Laika responded and seemed unbothered by what Alyona had done.  
 
    I wondered if bringing spirits to life like that was something commonplace in Inati. I had to admit it was wicked cool and would probably be a lot of help in almost any situation.  
 
    “Hello, little fox, I have a favor to ask of you.” The priestess leaned down and pressed a kiss on the fox’s head. “May you grant this wish of mine? Would you seek my friend Ruslan in Hatra el Shamash and tell them to be prepared for our arrival? Four Asuras will join the people of Hatra el Shamash, and they need rest and food. Those of the Blue Tree Guild will be needed here as well to recover precious saplings of dragonsblood. Will you do this for me?” 
 
    The once earthen fox walked forward and nuzzled its head against her knee before it took off in the direction of Hatra. It moved quicker than any normal fox should have, and I knew that it would reach the city in minutes instead of the half hour of pure running it had taken us.  
 
    “Will Ilyushina be able to do that one day, star lady?” Ilyushina stared in awe at Alyona.  
 
    “Of course, you’ll be a great priestess when you’re older.” Alyona patted the younger girl’s head. “I will be staying with Laika as well. It would do no good to stay here without a priestess in case a barrier is needed.”  
 
    “My Lady, you should return to Hatra,” Laika protested immediately, and her ears laid flat on her head. “I will be fine here alone, and you needn’t push yourself into danger. You’ve only just recovered.”  
 
    Needless to say that those words fell on deaf ears and that the priestess steadfastly ignored the wolf’s concerns.  
 
    I knew that together both women would be able to handle almost anything that was thrown at them, but my dragon instincts didn’t like the idea of leaving the two women alone, and I had to convince myself they would be fine. They were both shield and sword when combined, and I almost wanted to see anyone who would be stupid enough to attack them. I snickered to myself as I pictured the one-sided battle. That would have been an entertaining sight.   
 
    The Asuras shifted where they stood and glanced at me.  
 
    “Do we start walking now, Master Dragon?” Ilya looked up at me, and there was a hint of anxiousness in his eyes.  
 
    I rolled my shoulders and cracked the kinks out of my neck. “This’ll be faster instead of walking.”   
 
    Seamlessly, I shifted into my dragon form, and I could feel my muscles stretching out all the tension they held. A human form felt comfortable, but being in my dragon form somehow felt the most natural to me. It was like I had just taken off a shirt that was only the tiniest bit tight across the shoulders, and I suddenly had my full range of motion.  
 
    When I was finished, I settled myself on the ground and lowered my head.  
 
    The four Asuras stared at me in awe.  
 
    “You aren’t going to climb on him if you just keep staring at him.” Alyona poked Ilyushina in her side and laughed lightly.  
 
    “Ilyushina did not think that the dragon would be so big.” Ilyushina looked up at me and seemed dismayed that she looked even smaller next to me.  
 
    I snorted. “Did you think I was a lizard?”  
 
    The girl immediately shook her head and did her best to clamber up on my back. Ilya followed soon after, but the two older Asuras hesitated.  
 
    “You’ve done so much for us already, and now you’re going to carry us. How can we ever repay you?” the man asked as he stepped forward.  
 
    “You can start by telling me your names,” I wryly replied. 
 
    The woman laughed and slapped the man’s back. “He is Maksim, and I am Natalya.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, and I only wish it could have been under different circumstances,” I responded as I lifted my head to be at her eye level.  
 
    Tear tracks lined their sooty faces, but they cast me soft, sad smiles 
 
    “If only the fates were so kind,” Natalya replied as she climbed onto my back behind the children before Maksim followed after her.  
 
    I didn’t feel anything different with them on my back. It was like I was carrying some Chihuahua puppies.  
 
    “Hold on,” I growled out as the muscles in my body tensed in preparation for the run to Hatra. I wished I could fly, but with everything that had happened in the last few days, I hadn’t been able to test out my wings.  
 
    And I didn’t want to go tumbling out of the sky and into a tree with passengers on my back. 
 
    I exhaled sharply, and then I was off.  
 
    The run was just as freeing as it was before, the only difference being that this time I was able to move even faster because of my longer limbs. The rush of wind felt cool and calming as it coursed gently past my scales. The trees almost seemed to make way for me, and I made quick work of reaching the outskirts of Hatra, where a small group was already waiting for us.  
 
    The little fox Alyona had sent ahead of us gave off a smug expression as it curled itself on Ruslan’s shoulders.  
 
    “I see you’ve come back with an entourage.” Ruslan stepped forward with a welcoming smile. “Welcome to Hatra, our home shall be yours for as long as you want to stay.”  
 
    The welcoming committee moved quickly, and I was impressed, if a little concerned, at how well they led the Asuras away from me and into the ruined city. It was almost like a military operation, the way they had ushered off the Asuras. Only Ruslan and the four other adventurers from the Blue Tree Guild were left in front of me.  
 
    “I’ll be your transportation for today.” I shifted my position on the ground so that it would be easy to get onto my back. “We need to move fast, so hold on tight once you’re up there.” 
 
    “This definitely beats running,” Anton muttered as he climbed onto my back.  
 
    “This is my first time on a dragon!” Polina chirped cheerfully to her sisters as they scrambled onto my back behind Anton. 
 
    “Of course it is!” Marina shifted behind Trina and reached out to tug on Polina’s hair. “No one else has a dragon as a friend. They’re usually food.”  
 
    “Evan,” Trina called out sweetly, “if we weren’t friends, would you eat us?”  
 
    “Of course not,” I reassured the dryad sisters, “I would go after a cow or maybe a boar.” 
 
    “But what if I want you to eat me in a different way?” Polina giggled.  
 
    Her comment drew out a shriek of laughter from the dryad sisters, and my lips pulled away from my fangs in a smirk. 
 
    “Never thought I’d be on a dragon’s back,” Ruslan mused as he looked up at me. Then, with one leap, the fox Elder settled on my back and patted my massive shoulder. “We’re ready whenever you are.”  
 
    “Hold on,” I growled back to them as I launched myself forward into a run. 
 
    I moved faster through the forest, and my dragon instincts guided me along a quicker route to the Asura’s village. The dryads cheered with delight on my back, and Anton made a few exhilarated howls. Even Ruslan let out a yip of excitement as I bounded over the massive roots of the oak trees and leaped over creeks. 
 
    When we reached the village, Alyona and Laika were waiting for us with grim faces.  
 
    The Demi-Humans jumped off my back, and I concentrated my power to shift back into my human form. Every time that I shifted forms, it became easier and easier for me to do, so I guessed I was slowly gaining power.  
 
    “You four, follow me.” Laika walked in the direction of the small dragonsblood saplings, and the four adventurers followed her. “Carefully dig all of these up and store them in your storage spaces.” 
 
    “Where are we going to put them?” I asked Ruslan as the adventurers walked away. “Back in Hatra, I mean.”  
 
    “Near the farms first,” Ruslan explained as he looked over the destroyed village, “until they’ve recovered and are strong enough to be planted around the walls of the city and within the city itself. We need to propagate them carefully.”  
 
    “Oh, these poor saplings,” Polina’s voice trailed off sadly as she knelt in front of one of the drooping plants.  
 
    “You need to see this,” Alyona’s grim voice drew my attention, and she motioned for Ruslan and I to follow her.    
 
    Alyona led us to a black circle that was burned into the ground. There were strange symbols within the circle, and a line stretched from one side of the circle to the other.  
 
    “Tell me this is the only one.” Ruslan clenched his jaw as he stared at the burnt circle. “Tell me there aren’t more.”  
 
    “There are six more,” there was regret in Alyona’s voice as she answered Ruslan, “all around the village.” 
 
    “Curse whoever made this summoning circle,” Ruslan growled as he slammed his fist into the ground. “I curse him and his ancestors to the eighteenth generation.” 
 
    “What is it?” I glanced between the burnt circle and Ruslan. “What is that thing?”  
 
    “It’s a summoning circle,” Ruslan grit out, and there was pure anger in his voice. 
 
    Polina had mentioned that she thought a summoning circle had brought me to this world, but this was my first time seeing one 
 
    “The demons were summoned through this?” I asked Ruslan as I walked around the one foot wide circle. “Through these circles or through the bigger circle they make?” 
 
    “Through the bigger circle,” Ruslan growled. “The summoning circle was created in sections inside the village, that’s how they got past the protection of the dragonsblood. The summoner was actually here.” 
 
    “Has there been any demon attacks here recently?” I glanced down the length of the summoning circle. “Maybe not Hatra, but the surrounding areas?” 
 
    The summoning circle spanned the length of the village and had been impossible to notice at first. Even if the Asuras had noticed it, it would have been too late for them. They would have already been under attack and slaughtered by the incoming horde. 
 
    “There hasn’t been a single demon attack in this area for almost a thousand years.” Ruslan took in the village with sorrowful eyes. “The last one was when Hatra was destroyed.” 
 
    “So, it couldn’t have been something random?” I asked as I walked around the circle with Ruslan. “An accidental summoning circle by someone inexperienced?”  
 
    “Not at all.” Ruslan shook his head. “This was planned by someone. We have to destroy this circle. Cut the circuit so it can’t be used again.” 
 
    Ruslan and I tore up the earth that the circles had been burnt into with our claws.  
 
    “Whoever did this is a fucking monster who I can’t wait to sink my claws into,” I muttered angrily as we worked to destroy the summoning circle. 
 
    I glanced back at the sapling dragonsblood plants that were being carefully dug up and placed into storage spaces by the five adventurers from the Blue Tree Guild. It wasn’t a surprise that the dryads were the ones who worked the quickest when it came to preparing the trees.  
 
    When the saplings were put inside of the interspatial storage spaces, they simply stopped existing to all of my senses. They slid in through the fabric of reality, and I could no longer smell or see them. It really was an entirely different dimension. 
 
    Wicked. 
 
    It was so strange that someone was so desperate to destroy something as innocent as trees and would decimate a village that had done nothing but take care of those trees. My blood boiled at the thought, and I could feel how my claws threatened to puncture the flesh of my palms as I clenched my fists.  
 
    Once I got my claws on whoever was responsible for this, I would tear them apart and show them why dragons were feared.  
 
    No one messed with what was mine.  
 
    I blinked as the thought rang through my mind. I didn’t know where that possessiveness had come from, and it unsettled me. But I shoved those thoughts and instincts aside and went back to work. 
 
    Even with the use of the oh-so-wonderful storage space, it still took the rest of the day to dig up the dragonsblood saplings and bring them over to one of the farming areas in Hatra until they could be replanted. 
 
    When we arrived at the farms, an area had already been prepared for the dragonsblood saplings by the people of Hatra. 
 
    “These are the farms?” I stared in awe at what was two, maybe three, blocks of the city that had been turned into a sprawling urban farming initiative.  
 
    “Why don’t you go take a look around?” Ruslan laughed and patted my foreleg. “We can take care of the saplings.”  
 
    I nodded and concentrated on changing into my human form so I could walk around the farms. 
 
    Vine vegetables such as cucumbers, tomatoes, and squashes were planted along the walls of the buildings and more crops were planted in the center. All the rows of plants were neat and orderly, but they still had a sense of chaos to them. Just as the people of Hatra had found a way to live in harmony in the destroyed city, that’s how the crops grew.  
 
    A teenage girl with dark blue hair in a long braid popped up from behind a row of pepper plants, and she smiled at me.  
 
    I smiled back as I focused on summoning her information.   
 
    Classification: Fox Demi-Human. 
 
    Condition: Healthy.  
 
    Priority: None. 
 
    Status: Healthy. 
 
    “Hello, Master Dragon!” The girl was cheerful as she adjusted the strap of the woven basket slung over one of her shoulders. “Welcome to the farm!”  
 
    “It’s an amazing place,” I praised as I sat down on a wooden bench, “there’s so much being grown here. I don’t recognize half of these plants. Do you take care of this by yourself?”  
 
    “Oh no, I just needed to bring the kitchen more chilis for the evening meal.” The girl walked over to the bench and set the basket full of chili peppers on the ground in front of me. “There’s usually fifteen of us, and we start taking care of the farm a little after the sun rises. Ah! Excuse my manners. My name’s Afra, Master Dragon.”  
 
     “A pleasure to meet you Afra. And please, call me Evan.” I patted the open space on the bench next to me for her to sit down. “Why don’t you tell me more about the farm?”  
 
    Afra’s cheerful smile grew even bigger as she sat down and started telling me about the farm. It was clear to me that she was passionate about the crops and everything that was good and green and growing.  
 
    It was cool to meet the people who were the main reason that Hatra was still populated, even if the population was firmly underneath one hundred citizens. The farms inside of the ruined city were a massive attempt at urban farming. Destroyed buildings that lacked roofs were the main plots that were used for crops such as wheat and corn since the missing roofs provided just the right amount of sunlight. The people of Hatra had figured out a way to use the space they had to their advantage, and they had more than enough space for their farming.  
 
    The problem wasn’t the way they had worked the space, but figuring out a better way to maintain the water supply and transport it to the farms. At the moment, they were watered manually using buckets, and it was such a time-consuming task. There was no shortage of building materials, so there had to be a way of making something better or even fixing some of the original structures of the city. Aqueducts, maybe?  
 
    I thought about the Roman aqueducts that had been built all around the Roman Empire. Many of them had lasted for millennia and still functioned. All I had to do was find out if Hatra had any aqueducts during its glory days and if they survived the fall of the city.  
 
    It was twilight by the time I walked back into the infirmary, but I had no idea where I was going to sleep. Laika had offered up the quarters she shared with her comrades, but I felt more comfortable around the infirmary. I thought it had to do with my background as an EMT, and it just felt like the right place to be for me even if there weren’t any emergencies at the moment.  
 
    I heard a soft sound come from the back of the infirmary that sounded like humming. I turned in the direction of the sound, and it came from right behind the tapestries that blocked off Alyona’s living and sleeping area from the rest of the infirmary.  
 
    “Alyona?” I called out as I closed the door behind me and strode toward the tapestries.  
 
    I had already pulled back the curtain when I saw one of the most beautiful sights I’d ever seen that left my heart thudding in my throat. 
 
    “Give me a moment, and I’ll be right out,” Alyona sighed sleepily from within a hammered metal tub of water.  
 
    Steam rose up from the water, but it wasn’t enough to hide her body from my view. The water only just covered the bottom half of her full breasts and lapped at their sides. I could count the droplets of water that slid down her collarbone, and her wet hair clung to her body like pure temptation.  
 
    Her head was thrown back and that left her slender throat exposed. My dragon instincts screamed at me to lay claim to her throat and leave my mark on the smooth planes of her body. I was already half hard at the sight of her in the water, but coupled with my instincts, it felt like I was about to go mad.  
 
    One of the priestess’s hands drifted lazily in the water between her thighs while the other dangled outside of the tub. For a moment, I thought her hand would dive under the water and inside of her. 
 
    I imagined that it was my hand between her thighs, and I was the reason her head was thrown back in the throes of passion. A low growl built in the depths of my throat, and my pants felt like they were constricting me. 
 
    Alyona yawned as she stretched in the tub, and her breasts arched out of the water. Her eyes were closed as one of her hands slid down the length of her body, and another sigh slipped past her luscious lips.  
 
    “Alyona,” I repeated her name, but this time my voice came out thick with desire. 
 
    The priestess opened her eyes and stared at me from within the warm water. Then she stood up from the tub, and the water dripped from the curves of her body and into the tub. There was nothing of her that was hidden from my eyes, and I stepped forward hungrily to drink her in.  
 
    Her full breasts had floated in the water just moments ago, but now that she was out of the water, I could see every ridge of her areolae that surrounded her stiff nipples. I ached to wrap my lips around them, and I clenched my fists to keep from reaching out.  
 
    “Please, hand me a robe.” Her voice was soft as her eyes dropped to the tent that was so obviously visible in my pants.  
 
    I reached for the first robe that I saw and brought it toward her. I thought that I heard desire in her voice, but I had to be wrong. She was a priestess, and priestesses had to remain untouched.  
 
    Right?  
 
    “Here, I’ll hold it open.” I turned my head to the side and squeezed my eyes shut as I held out the robe for her to either take or slip into.  
 
    A moment later, the silk fabric slid from my fingers, and I hastily dropped my arms to my side.  
 
    “You can open your eyes,” Alyona replied, and she spoke in that same soft tone that made goosebumps spread across my body.  
 
    I thought she had tied the robe so her body was hidden from view again, so I hesitantly opened my eyes, but she hadn’t. The robe remained open, and it clung to her wet body and made her appear all the more erotic.  
 
    I let out a groan as red hot desire burned through my veins.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I collapsed in the closest chair and felt my entire being ache to seize the priestess in front of me.  
 
    “I am doing what I desire, Evan,” she murmured as she walked toward me and fiddled with the thin belt of the robe. “Would you help dry me?”  
 
    My mind blanked as all the blood left my head and headed straight downstairs. “Dry you?”  
 
    “Am I asking too much?” The priestess took another step closer to me, and her perky breasts bounced. 
 
    The sight of her was definitely too much.  
 
    “You want me to dry you?” I repeated as my mind short-circuited. My eyes trailed down her body and came to a stop at the gap between her legs. “Using what?” 
 
    Black curls hid most of her entrance from view, and I wondered just how sweet she would taste on my tongue.  
 
    Instead of walking toward me, she went and leaned against the wall and lowered her eyes coyly as she slid out of the wet robe. “Perhaps your hands and more?”  
 
    If I hadn’t already been standing at attention, that would have brought me right up. Then I was in front of her with one leg between her thighs before I even realized I had even stood up. 
 
    The moment our lips met it was like molten fire had been poured inside of me, and kissing Alyona was the only way to stop myself from being burned alive.  
 
    I deepened the kiss, but I needed to feel more of her, I needed to be surrounded by all of her.  
 
    She whined into my mouth as my tongue entwined with her own tongue, and her hands slid under my shirt.    
 
    “I thought priestesses had to be virgins,” I panted out in between kisses against her throat as I pushed her further up against the wall.   
 
    I was careful with my claws as I slid my hands down her body and kneaded the soft flesh of her ass as she buckled against my knee. Her wet body slid against me, and she gasped.  
 
    “What does purity of the flesh have to do with purity of the soul?” she laughed as she wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me in closer to her body.  
 
    I wasn’t going to argue with her logic, especially when I was about to wrap my mouth around one of her spectacular breasts.  
 
    “Lady Alyona? Sir Dragon?” a villager suddenly called as he knocked on the door to the infirmary.  
 
    Son of a bitch.  
 
    I dropped my head against Alyona’s shoulder and groaned. “Maybe he’ll go away if we stay quiet.”  
 
    The priestess nipped at my ear and laughed huskily. “That wouldn’t be very heroic of you, running away from someone who needs your help.”  
 
    I mock glared at her as I pinched her ass. “There’s already someone here who needs my help.”  
 
    “My ass doesn’t need your healing,” she ran her hands down my torso and stopped just before my throbbing cock, “but that man might.”  
 
    The momentary use of crude language made me raise one of my eyebrows, but it did nothing to stop my raging erection. But I sighed unhappily when the priestess unwrapped her legs from around my waist.  
 
    The villager knocked again on the door.  
 
    “I’m coming!” I hissed out as Alyona giggled behind me while I walked around the tub.  
 
    How I wished I was coming inside of her instead of walking toward that door.  
 
    This had better be important.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Alyona was asleep by the time I had made it back to the infirmary after healing a child who had fallen off a column and had broken their leg. Apparently, there were children in Hatra after all.  
 
    I leaned at the entrance to the infirmary and listened to the steady sound of her breathing as I stared up at the night sky. I didn’t know what had almost happened or what I felt for the priestess. 
 
    Well, I knew what I felt for her. I felt a bunch of desire for her.  
 
    “Fuck.” I rubbed my face. 
 
    It had only been a few days since I’d met her and came to this world, but already she had found a place in my heart. I couldn’t help but be entranced by the priestess and the way she put her everything on the line for the people of Hatra. It wasn’t just her beauty, either. She was so brave and selfless and so wholly in love with life that I couldn’t help but be completely enchanted by her. 
 
    There was a spark between us, but I didn’t know if that was all that there was or even if it was a good idea to pursue it. What if whatever was between us was only in that moment, and Alyona would never look at me like she had ever again? 
 
    Moments like these I wished that there was someone I could turn to and ask for advice in this world. Aunt Emma wasn’t here to guide me with her snarky wit, and I didn’t know if I’d ever get back to my own world.  
 
    Or if I even wanted to. 
 
    “Aunt Emma would tell me to walk right back in there and kiss her.” I shook my head as I bit back a laugh. I was pretty sure that would get me slapped by anyone. 
 
    I would have to make a life here, and I hoped the priestess would be part of it. I sighed and hid my hands in my sleeves. 
 
    Even if I found a way back home tomorrow, it wasn’t as if I could leave with an easy conscience, not with Hatra under constant attack and the Asuras having been decimated. Things kept happening, and I had to do something to help. Leaving wasn’t an option for me because I wasn’t the type of person to sit back and relax while someone needed my help. 
 
    Maybe that was why I had ended up in this world, because I was just the right person to step up to bat.   
 
    The three moons cast a pale glow over the ruins of Hatra as I slid down to sit on the ground. They seemed so close that I could almost touch them if I reached my hand out.  
 
    I knew that I needed to get some rest, but I was full of a listless energy. There was no way I would be able to sleep now with how wired up I was. 
 
    “I wonder how high I can fly?” I wondered as I stared up at the three pale moons.  
 
    With everything that had happened, I hadn’t even had the opportunity to figure out how to fly.  
 
    How could I be a dragon and not fly? 
 
    I walked away from the infirmary to the outer walls of the ruined city, and I could feel the adrenaline begin to pound inside of me. I had always been a bit of an adrenaline junkie and maybe being a dragon just made me even more of one. It wasn’t like there was much that would be able to hurt me now that I was a dragon. Even those stone giants hadn’t even bruised me.  
 
    The familiar power I had gotten used to washed over me, and my body shifted from human to dragon in the merest of moments. I shook my head and stretched the muscles of my long neck as I experimentally stretched out my wings. It was the oddest sensation, moving my wings. I knew they were a part of me, but getting used to these new appendages wasn’t exactly easy.  
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to lift my wings up and down. After a moment, they twitched but didn’t flap. I had to get them flapping in order to lift off the ground, even if it was only an inch. I tried moving my wings again, this time with a little more force, but I only succeeded in throwing myself off balance. My snout dove into sandy earth, and I hacked it up as I shook my head.  
 
    “Okay, Evan,” I muttered to myself. “Come on, you got this.” 
 
    I focused on moving only my wings and building up enough force to lift myself up off the ground. Dust swirled with each flap of my wings, and I could feel the way my body was slowly lifted upwards with each passing moment. I was getting there. 
 
    Inch by precious inch, I flew upward until I could feel the tips of my claws barely drag on the ground.  
 
    “Oh yeah!” I whooped as I looked down at myself. “I’m flying!” 
 
    Well, hovering, but I’d take those five feet as a win. 
 
    As quickly as my excitement had grown, though, it all came crashing down just as quickly, and quite literally too, when I flapped the wrong wing. I hadn’t been high enough for it to have been a giant crash, but it was enough for me to end up in another tangled heap. One bright side of all the tangled heaps I’d ended up in was that it was getting easier and easier to get out of them.  
 
    I shook the dirt and dust off me and stretched out my wings once more. Crashing like that while I was in the sky would not be good at all, and I’d have to do my best to avoid that. I didn’t know how much damage I could take, but becoming a dragon pancake was not on my bucket list. 
 
    “Come on, you can do this,” I growled to myself as I kneaded the earth beneath my claws. “It’s just like skydiving, except in reverse.” 
 
    Visualization had been what had helped me get the hang of shifting between my dragon form and my human form, so maybe it would help me now. I closed my eyes and thought of the air underneath my wings and how they would glide over the wind currents to bring me closer to the three moons. 
 
    My wings were another pair of arms, and the sky was just like the ocean. It was like swimming in a vast ocean, and all I had to do was dive in. I’d been born by the ocean and raised on its edges, so I told myself swimming and flying were the same thing.  
 
    I just had to trust in myself and not be afraid of it.  
 
    I started to flap again, and I could feel myself rise higher in the air with every movement of my wings. Air swirled around me, and I knew I was rising higher and higher. When I opened my eyes, Hatra lay beneath me as if it was a toy village, and it felt like the moons truly were within my reach. 
 
    “This is fucking awesome!” I whooped into the night air.  
 
    Flying felt like pure freedom, and I reveled in it. Not even my first time skydiving back on Earth had felt like this. It felt like I was truly alive for the first time, and each flap of my wings brought me closer to the glory of life. I had to have been extremely lucky or cashed in some serious karma points. I could have turned into any other creature in the world of Inati, but fate had smiled down on me and made me a dragon.  
 
    A real dragon. 
 
    Granted, I didn’t breathe fire, but I could heal people, which was pretty cool in my book. As long as I had enough energy that meant that I would be able to save as many people as possible. I just had to practice rationing myself so I wouldn’t burn myself out as I’d already done once or twice. 
 
    Besides, even if I didn’t breathe fire, I had only become stronger and faster. Anyone who would try to fight a dragon would have to be some kind of fool. 
 
    “What am I doing?” I shook my head. “I’m overthinking when I should just be having fun.”  
 
    I grinned and flew a few wobbly loops in the air. This was better than anything I’d ever done before, and it slowly became more natural to me. Flying was almost like learning how to ride a bike all over again. The knowledge was there inside of me, and it was just waiting to be used.  
 
    I was sure that it had to do with my dragon instincts.  
 
    I flew over the ruined city of Hatra and glided over the ravaged palace. It really was only from the air that I could truly appreciate how massive the destruction of the city really was. From this height, it was obvious that the buildings had been taller than I originally thought.  
 
    I even thought that I saw the remains of aqueducts extending from the city into the forest. I’d have to bring it up with the Elders in the morning and see what they knew about the remains of any plumbing system.  
 
    My field of vision went on for hundreds of miles, and I could see a faint mountain range to the distant north. What caught my interest, though, was the great desert that bordered Hatra on its western and southern borders.  
 
    Endless dunes of golden sand shifted in the distance, and I could see the remains of forgotten structures carved out of yellow stone in the desert. There was no sign of human life in the desert, even though I could see a distant river emerging from a canyon.   
 
    I soared over the desert and into its canyon when a thunderous roar cracked the silence. A blood red dragon, easily five times my own size, rose up out of the canyon and soared above me. Awe filled me at the sight of this other dragon because it was the first one of my kind that I had ever seen. 
 
    The dragon was an imposing creature with crimson scales, and with my enhanced eyesight I could pick out amber eyes that glowed with the light of the three moons. I angled my body to fly toward the other dragon, and I opened my mouth to call out a greeting.  
 
    Then the blood red dragon reared its head back and let out a torrent of flame.  
 
    “Shit!” I dodged the blast of fire that scorched the canyon cliffs and flew low in a bid for speed. 
 
    What the hell? Why was it attacking me?  
 
    I pushed my wings to the limits as I flew over dunes and canyons, and my mind raced with what I was going to do.  
 
    I couldn’t fly back around to Hatra and risk leading the crimson dragon there. I had to get rid of it here in the canyon somehow. 
 
    The crimson dragon roared again, and I took that to be the cue to fly faster. The distance between us was the length of two football fields, maybe a little more. 
 
    “I’m not your enemy!” I turned my head and roared out behind me. “I’m a dragon, too!”  
 
    “And?” The crimson dragon’s growl was higher than I expected, and I realized with a jolt the dragon was a she. “Anyone who enters this canyon will be torn apart by my claws and fangs.” 
 
    She opened her great jaw and snapped at me, and I snarled as I turned back around and flew even faster.  
 
    There was no way I’d be able to fight her. All I could do was heal, but trying to get close enough to brawl with the crimson dragon was out of the cards. Her flames wouldn’t even let me get close, and I wasn’t good enough of a flyer yet to risk it. 
 
    I flew furiously and cast my eyes about in order to find something, anything that I could use to get away from the dragon.  
 
    My dragon senses prickled, and up ahead of me I saw a small cave entrance. The crimson dragon still flew above me, but if I timed it properly, maybe I would be able to hide in there.  
 
    I focused one half of my mind on surrounding my body with my healing magic and focused the other half on transforming back into a human at the right moment.  
 
    I hoped that what Laika had told me about all dragons being natural shapeshifters would be a lie.   
 
    At the same moment that I dived for the cave, I changed back into my human body and curled myself into a ball. I had only one chance to get this right, and I hoped that I was able to do it. Otherwise, I’d get turned into a dragon pancake after all.  
 
    Somehow, the stone ground seemed to be a softer landing than I realized it would be. It might have been thanks to my healing magic being gathered around me, but I hadn’t been sure that would work. I pushed that thought aside as I rolled to my feet and darted away into a dark corner behind some boulders. I hoped that the crimson dragon wouldn’t be able to follow me into the cave. 
 
    Unfortunately, Laika had been telling the truth about how all dragons could shapeshift, and I felt the gathering of power that meant that the dragon had shifted into a human form as well and followed after me. 
 
    I peeked out from behind the boulders, and I could see that the dragon was a beautiful woman with long and straight hair the same color as her scales. Her eyes were the same amber I had seen in her dragon form, and I felt rather than understood how dangerous talking to her would be. There was a wild fury in those half-lidded eyes that spelled death for anyone who crossed her path. 
 
    Even though my heart was pounding away in my chest, my eyes continued to take in the crimson dragon. The features of her face were sharp and exotic, and a fang peeked out over her lips as she lifted a clawed hand to push back the hair that had slipped over her face. 
 
    My eyes widened when I realized that the dragon was completely in the nude, and her pale skin was perfectly unblemished. Her perky breasts were delicately formed and begged to be touched, and she was lithe with toned muscles that rippled beneath her smooth skin as she moved. 
 
    “I cannot wait to rip the life from you and keep your power, strange little dragon,” the crimson dragon’s voice echoed in the cave. “I will eat you and take all of you.” 
 
    Keep my power? What on earth was she talking about?  
 
    “You really don’t want to eat me,” I called out as I thought out a plan to get away from the crimson dragon. “I taste horrible, all bone and scales.” 
 
    My voice echoed throughout the cave, and she lifted her nose to sniff at the air.  
 
    I was thankful that my clothes were so dark. I blended in with the shadows and darkness of the cave easily. 
 
    “You will not escape, strange little dragon,” the crimson dragon promised to me as she stalked forward into the cave. “You will tell me what you are, little black dragon, just before my claws tear you to shreds.”  
 
    Inwardly, I winced at her words. She had to have been one of those nastier dragons that Laika and her comrades had run across.  
 
    “Why do we have to fight? Can’t we just talk?” I moved further into the cave as my voice continued to echo and taunt the other dragon. “We’re both dragons, we can see eye to eye here.”  
 
    “Talk?” she snarled, and the sound echoed harshly. “Talk is for the weak. And you, little dragon, you are so very weak. Perhaps that is why your scales are such a strange color, you’ve no power at all!” 
 
    I could feel my irritation and anger begin to grow with her words, but I forced those emotions down. They would only cloud my mind, and I’d end up making a mistake. 
 
    “You keep saying talk is for the weak, but that’s all you’re doing,” I snarked back as I felt a power rise up inside of me.  
 
    Skill: Predation 
 
    Activation: Stone 
 
    Suddenly, the stone wall beneath my hands softened and felt like a wall of water. My fingers slipped in, and I could feel the current of an underground river tug at them. I didn’t know how my fingers had passed through the wall of the cave, but this was the opportunity I’d been looking for.  
 
    Now I just needed to make her mad enough that she wouldn’t notice me slipping away. 
 
    “In fact,” I continued as I leaned against the wall and prepared to throw myself through it, “you’re probably the weakest dragon here. You probably can’t even heal yourself.”  
 
    “Weak?” Her voice trembled with rage, and the walls of the cave shook from the intensity of her anger. “I’ll show you weak, you mongrel!” 
 
    I could feel killing intent roll off her in suffocating waves and felt an intense swell of power radiate from her.  
 
    That had definitely angered her.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” The hair on the back of my neck rose first, and then the temperature in the cave jumped quickly. Heat singed at my nose, and my eyes dried up. “Why don’t you stop talking and just do something?”  
 
    “You will burn, black dragon,” she roared again into the darkness of the cave, “you will burn, and pay for your words, and I will dance on your ashes.”  
 
    The crimson haired woman opened her mouth, and a great inferno spewed out that melted the stone boulders in front of me.  
 
    Wait, she can breathe fire in her human form? 
 
    I flinched when the flames kissed at my face, but they did nothing as my healing magic rose to the surface to combat it. Just as the wave of fire reached me, I let myself fall through the stone walls and into the depths of the raging river.  
 
    The angry shrieks from the crimson dragon echoed through the stone wall that separated us as I swam up for air. There was enough space in the tunnel the river had carved away that I could raise my head and arms out of the water. An absolute darkness filled the tunnel, and even with my enhanced eyesight, I could barely make out the texture of the stone. 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped as I allowed the water to carry me away. “Note to self, don’t approach other dragons.” 
 
    I could smell fresh air in the same direction that the river flowed, and as my body relaxed, so did the current. A small hint of light teased at an opening, and I hoped it was far away from the entrance of the cave.  
 
    I did not want to run into that red dragon again.  
 
    I had hoped that I would have been able to strike up a sort of friendship with the dragon. I had been so excited to meet one that had been born in this world. I could have learned so much about how to be a dragon instead of listening to secondhand lore about them.  
 
    There went that idea. 
 
    I lifted my hand out of the water and brushed my hair out of my eyes. There was something weird about the stone around me. It felt like it was alive or something, like it sung out to me and hummed inside of my mind. Before I could explore this new sensation more, the current picked up speed as the ceiling of the tunnel sloped downward.  
 
    This was it. After half an hour of floating, I was finally reaching the opening. 
 
    My eyes narrowed as I drew in a deep breath and gathered my power inside of me. I would shapeshift back into my dragon form as soon as the water carried me out of the tunnel. 
 
    A moment later, the water burst out of the tunnel and brought me out with it into the fresh air of the night. I twisted my body in the air as I felt my muscles expand and my bones shift. My wings stretched out so they caught the air, and then they lifted me before I could plummet into the pool at the bottom of the waterfall. 
 
    As I rose into the air, I could see that the underground river and its waterfall had led back in the direction of Hatra in the form of a river. Most importantly, it was away from the canyon and the crimson dragon that lurked inside of it. 
 
    “Thank god,” I sighed into the night air as the other dragon was nowhere in sight or in my range of smell. Leading that beast to Hatra was the last thing I wanted to do.  
 
    I shook my head as I followed the length of the river to the ruined city.  
 
    Along the river’s course I could see the remains of an ancient aqueduct system that linked up to the city. The aqueducts lay shattered in giant heaps of stone, but I wondered if there was any way they could be fixed and brought up to their former glory. The people of Hatra couldn’t keep watering their farms with buckets of water. If the problem was the weight and size of the aqueducts, then it would be no problem for me to do all the heavy lifting.  
 
    Slowly, the sun rose over the horizon and painted pale rays of sunlight over the ruined city. The growing light dappled over the broken buildings and the shattered walls in a soft mosaic. I imagined how beautiful the city must have been when it was still whole, with grand glass windows and jeweled domes of silver.  
 
    Hatra grew in size as I came closer, and I realized that there was a minor problem I hadn’t considered.  
 
    I didn’t know how to land.  
 
    Granted, I had crash landed earlier into that cave, but that was the product of timing and luck. I couldn’t crash land into Hatra, even if the city was already in ruins and another destroyed building wouldn’t be anything to cry over.  
 
    “Ok, just imagine you have a parachute,” I muttered to myself as I flew over the city. “Your wings are your parachute.”  
 
    I flew in a circle in front of the exterior walls and imagined a landing strip underneath me. My heart thudded in my chest as I wondered just how I was going to get back on solid ground without crash landing. 
 
    The scent of purity filled the air, and I turned my head in the direction of the walls. At the foot of one of the ruined towers stood the three Elders of Hatra, the swordswoman, and the priestess. They all watched me, and I could feel a prick of anxiety in the back of my head. 
 
    “Come on, you’ve sky dived a bunch of times,” I grumbled to myself. That was a lie, but there was no one who could call me out on it. “This is just like it, you can do it in your sleep.” 
 
    I flew lower and lower until my claws began to dig up the ground underneath me. I slowed the movements of my wings, but I somehow managed to flip myself and ended up somersaulting into the ground. A deep trench was carved out behind me, but thankfully I didn’t break any of my bones either due to my healing magic or my draconic strength and endurance.  
 
    When I skidded to a stop, I lifted my head wearily and caught sight of the Elders, Laika, and Alyona walking toward me. 
 
    “You won’t believe the night I just had,” I laughed nervously from the trench I had made with my clumsy landing.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “You might need to work on that landing.” Julia serenely fanned herself as she stepped closer to the trench I had made. “That was a bit rough, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    Beside her, Ruslan snickered, and Moskal looked down at me with concern in his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” I grumbled as I stretched out my neck and shook my head. “I’ll get better, though. Nowhere else to go but up.” 
 
    “So you can fly, or rather crash.” Laika eyed the long trench with amusement. 
 
    “Listen here,” I mock growled at her as I shifted into my human form, “this’ll be the first and last time that happens.”  
 
    “Of course.” Laika turned her head away as her shoulders shook from repressed laughter. “I’ll make sure to remember those words.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the wolf. I had the inkling that she would never let me live it down if I crashed in the future and she found out about it. Thankfully, she hadn’t seen my aborted takeoffs from earlier in the night when I had first tried to fly. The wolf-girl would have been bursting with laughter at my expense.  
 
    “You aren’t hurt, are you?” Alyona knelt on the edge of the trench and peered down at me with concern in her pretty face as the light of the early dawn illuminated her features. “I was worried when you didn’t come back to the infirmary.”   
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” I replied as I climbed out of the trench and shaded my eyes from the rising sun. “I’m a big dragon who can take care of himself.”  
 
    I winked at the priestess and helped her up. Her hand remained clasped tightly in mine, and a soft smile spread across my face. 
 
    “I’m sure you are,” Alyone murmured softly as her eyes darted down to my crotch for the merest of moments. 
 
    A smirk crossed my face as I puffed out my chest. The priestess hadn’t forgotten our almost tryst from earlier, and it looked like she hadn’t changed her mind about it, either. 
 
    “Is that how you ended up in this ditch?” Laika looked down the length of the hundred foot trench with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “After the night I had, you’d be sprawled out in a ditch, too.” I frowned as I thought of the crimson dragon living so close to Hatra. 
 
    “Speaking of which, you do smell a bit singed and like river water.” Ruslan wrinkled his nose as he squinted at me. “What happened?”  
 
    “Did you know there’s a psychotic dragon in the nearby canyon?” I asked blandly as I remembered the dragon’s threats while she hunted me down. “Crimson scales and way bigger than me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ruslan replied without a single hint of hesitation.  
 
    My eyebrow twitched.  
 
    “And you didn’t think to mention it to the guy with wings?” I motioned in the direction of the canyons. “She almost ripped my head off and flambéed me just because I flew over the canyon!”  
 
    “Flambé?” Julia echoed with a confused frown as she closed her fan and tapped it against her cheek.  
 
    “Cooking technique from my world,” I replied absently. “Cover the food with booze and set it on fire.”  
 
    Aunt Emma had set fire to our kitchen several times when she had been learning how to flambé. 
 
    “Sounds like a delicious way to go,” Julia muttered and glanced at Moskal. 
 
    “Death by fire and angry dragon.” I motioned again in the direction of the canyon. “Ridiculously close to Hatra. Not delicious at all. Why are you all so calm?” 
 
    “We didn’t think you’d go off flying in the night without telling anyone,” Moskal said apologetically. “The dragon has always been there, since before Hatra was destroyed. She doesn’t leave that canyon and will only attack if her territory is encroached upon.”  
 
    I blinked as my anger cooled a bit.  
 
    “That’s fair … I guess.” I let go of Alyona’s hand and stepped away to shake the dirt from my hair. “This is on me. I probably should have asked about the area before I went flying around. I just couldn’t sleep, so I wanted to test out my wings a little.”  
 
    As I dusted the dirt off my clothes, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck and my arms stand up straight.  
 
    Someone was approaching us.  
 
    Laika stiffened next to me as she apparently felt it, too. 
 
    “How odd,” Julia commented casually as she snapped open her fan. “That presence simply appeared just now.”  
 
    “A cultivator, then.” Moskal stretched and opened his mouth in a wide yawn.   
 
    “Right after we found the library.” Ruslan tapped his claws on his leg as he stared into the direction of the approaching presence. “What intriguing timing for this new arrival.” 
 
    “No one mention the library,” I murmured as I kept watch for whoever was coming this way. 
 
    “Laika, was anyone coming from your Guild?” Alyona stepped closer to me as she looked at the swordswoman.  
 
    “None,” Laika growled out as she stepped in front of us and hid Alyona from view. “They would have sent a message to me through the gorget.” 
 
    I focused on the presence, and the information about it popped up for me.  
 
    Classification: Human. 
 
    Condition: Rest and food recommended. 
 
    Priority: None. 
 
    Status: Fatigued due to travel. 
 
    Well, he didn’t seem like a threat just from that information. Even so, my instincts hadn’t lied to me yet, and Laika’s instincts were on the same page as mine. 
 
    A moment later, a blond man walked around one of the collapsed towers. He was dressed in dark green robes and carried a leather satchel over his shoulder. Even from a distance, I could see that he was an attractive man. If we had been back on Earth, I was pretty sure he’d be on the cover of magazines.  
 
    Delight spread over his face when he caught sight of us, and he picked up his pace to reach us.  
 
    “Hello, traveller, who might you be?” Julia fanned herself gently as she studied the newcomer without a hint of her previous suspicion. 
 
    There was dust all along the ivy embroidered hem of his long robes, and mud was caked around his boots and the pants he had tucked into them. His dark blond hair was tied up into a high tail, messy bangs fell over his eyes, and a green jade pendant in the shape of a leaf was dangling from the leather cord that tied up his hair.  
 
    “I’m Olivier,” he introduced himself. “I’ve been researching the ruins in Rahma.” He paused and pushed back the messy dark blond bangs that covered his green eyes. “It took me some time to travel around the canyon, but I’ve made it here.” 
 
    I frowned as I tried to remember if I had seen him while I had been flying. While I had been distracted by the situation with the crimson dragon, I hadn’t noticed anyone on foot when I headed back to Hatra. Then again, I supposed most people would try to hide from dragons. There were probably other routes around the canyon, too. 
 
    “We don’t have much to offer, but you’re welcome here.” Ruslan stepped forward and placed his hand on Julia’s shoulder. “I don’t know what will interest you here anyway, buildings collapse every day. There’s probably nothing left intact.” 
 
    Ruslan’s words didn’t deter the traveling scholar. In fact, he seemed to be cheered by the knowledge that the city was still collapsing.  
 
    “That just means fewer holes for me to dig,” Olivier responded cheerfully as he adjusted the satchel he carried.  
 
    “We shall see,” Julia murmured behind her fan.  
 
    “I’m Ruslan.” Ruslan nodded to the two other Elders next to him. “These two are Julia and Moskal. We’re the Elders of Hatra.” 
 
    “I’m Evan.” My fingers twitched against my leg as the hair on the back of my neck continued to prickle. 
 
    “And I am Laika,” the swordswoman spoke firmly.  
 
    I could see the slight bristling of her tail from the corner of my eye. She was just as uncomfortable as I was in his presence.  
 
    “You’re from the Blue Tree Guild, right?” Olivier’s eyes widened as he stared at the embroidered gorget Laika wore. “Are you on a mission out here?”  
 
    “If I were, I would not be at liberty to discuss it,” Laika responded swiftly, and her tail swished. “Guild matters and regulations, I hope you can understand.”  
 
    “Of course,” Olivier replied cheerfully. “I never thought I’d meet a Blue Tree Guild member, though, especially all the way out here. This is a bit exciting for me.”  
 
    My lips twitched upward. If he had seen the dragon or stone giants, he would be even more excited. So much so he would hopefully run away and take his unsettling presence with him. 
 
    “Quite so,” Julia murmured again behind her fan as she eyed the traveler.  
 
    “A priestess?” Awe filled Olivier’s voice when he caught sight of Alyona behind Laika. “How rare to find one so far away from temples and masters.”  
 
    “Is it?” Alyona’s voice was cool as she spoke. “The duty of a priestess is to help her people. If that means forsaking a life in the temple, then so be it.”  
 
    “Such words of wisdom for one so young. Tell me your name, priestess.” Olivier was undeterred by the coldness of Alyona’s tone, and he stepped toward her.               
 
    “I am Alyona.” The priestess lifted her chin and took a step forward with her hands clasped behind her.  
 
    Her hands trembled, and my heart lurched. Could Alyona be feeling that unsettling presence as well?  
 
    I stepped forward and placed my hand on her bare shoulder. 
 
    “I have heard of another Alyona, but you cannot be that child,” the traveler said as he set his satchel on the ground.  
 
    “Another Alyona?” I repeated curiously.  
 
    “It’s a common name,” Alyona replied, and she was the picture of calm as she eyed Olivier.  
 
    “But none so famous as the heir to the Seat of the White Jade Sect, but she’s supposed to be in the Cave of One Thousand Sages cultivating her spiritual energy.” Olivier sat down on the satchel, and a wide smile crossed his face. “I’ve heard her beauty is comparable to that of the Moon Princess who established Hatra, and her hair is as white as the moons, save for two braids of pitch black that frame her face.”  
 
    My curiosity was piqued, and I wondered what this princess was like. 
 
    “To be in the presence of the heir is a high honor that a traveling priestess can only dream of being blessed with.” Alyona shook her hair, and the jade flower of her hairpin gleamed with the morning light. “The heir has no time for any trifling matters a traveling priestess would speak of. Her duty is to remain in the Cave of One Thousand Sages. ”  
 
    Alyona straightened under my hand, and I got the impression that she had recited this many times already. 
 
    “Yes, quite a pity,” Olivier sighed and glanced away. “A great tragedy in my opinion.”  
 
    I shared a glance with Laika and stepped in front of Alyona. Then Laika latched onto the priestess and pulled her away from us toward Hatra.  
 
    “Her duty is to be trapped in a cave?” I asked Olivier to draw his attention to me, and I didn’t have to fake the curiosity in my voice. “What kind of life is that?”  
 
    It sounded like a very pitiful existence, the way that the White Jade Sect’s Alyona lived. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the type of life she must have led and would continue to lead. 
 
    “The heir was born with a body and soul on the cusp of the second stage.” Olivier looked between and me the three Elders excitedly. “Can you imagine that? A newborn infant with a celestial body and all that power would have an unstable soul foundation.”  
 
    A part of my senses kept a watch on the path that Laika and Alyona took, and I internally nodded with approval when I realized that they were headed toward the underground library.  
 
    I’d keep the traveler away from there and encourage him to leave quickly. 
 
    “Why would the soul be unstable?” I furrowed my brow as I wondered why so much power would be dangerous for a powerful if young body. 
 
    “Because even the most talented of cultivators would need a hundred years to force their way to the nascent soul realm.” Julia snapped her fan closed again and tapped it against her cheek. “The poor child was cursed from the moment of her birth. She was a baby, unprepared to handle the weight of that power.” 
 
     “And the youngest nascent soul cultivator in history was the infant successor to the White Jade Sect Seat.” Olivier looked up at the sky and sighed. 
 
    “A hundred years just to reach the first stage?” I shook my head at the thought and wondered just how far along the path the Elders were if it took a hundred years for the first stage. “That’s insane.”  
 
    “All of that power and might in a child who didn’t even understand the concept of energy flow.” Olivier’s gaze snapped to mine, and his dark green eyes seemed filled with pity. “Even if she’s a genius as they say she is, it’ll take at least a hundred years inside of that cave for her soul to stabilize.”  
 
    “What’ll happen if her soul doesn’t stabilize?” I tilted my head to the side as I wondered if I would be able to heal cultivators with unstable souls. “Will she die?”  
 
    “Other cultivators can forcefully steal her celestial body and power, taking it for themselves and forcing their own power to rise.” Olivier ticked off the reasons on his fingers. “Can you imagine the kind of calamity that would be brought upon this land if someone did that? Well, there’s still another possibility that’s more frightening.”  
 
    “Something worse than killing the heir?” I blinked at the thought. 
 
    “The gods prefer a much crueler story.” Julia turned and walked away to Hatra. “I cannot see a happy ending for that child if she’s forced to live in that cave.” 
 
    “The heir could fall into insanity and depravity with the merest tip of the scales at any moment,” Olivier spoke bitterly and rubbed his face. “If you ask me, that’s the real reason she’s cloistered away in Cave of One Thousand Sages.”  
 
    “You think they’re scared of her?” I replied as I thought of the way that the people of Hatra hadn’t been scared of me, and they’d known me for less time.  
 
    The heir hadn’t asked to be born the way she had been and be locked away. I wouldn’t blame her if she wanted to run away from all of this.  
 
    “It’s the only option that makes sense to me.” Olivier shrugged as he looked at me. “The Sect Leader supposedly dotes on her, but if he did, would he force her into that cave?”  
 
    Olivier spoke smoothly, and I could have found myself agreeing if it wasn’t for one thing. Sometimes the people who loved and cared for you had to do so even through the times you just wanted to be free to do what you wanted. I thought of all the children I’d seen living their lives in hospitals because that was the safest place for them to be with their autoimmune diseases.  
 
    “Come,” Moskal spoke suddenly. “Let us get you some food and a bed. You must be starved.”  
 
    “You have no idea.” Olivier smiled and stood with his hand wrapped around the straps of his leather satchel. 
 
    I studied Olivier as we walked toward Hatra. The man seemed harmless enough on the surface, but there was something off about him. I was suspicious about the scholar, but it had only been Laika, Alyona, and myself who reacted badly to him. He had touched upon what appeared to be a sore topic with Alyona, but had been nothing but respectful with the Elders and myself. Olivier had given me no real reason for me to argue with the Elders against his entrance into Hatra other than making my hair stand on end. 
 
    A part of me wanted to argue anyway, but the Elders were the rulers here, and I was new in Hatra.  
 
    But that didn’t mean I couldn’t ask some questions of the suspicious scholar. 
 
    “You said you’re studying the ruins in Rahma, right?” I crossed my arms behind my head as I matched my pace to Olivier’s. “Why? There has to be something safer to do.” 
 
    “I believe we’ve lost much during this war with the demons,” Olivier said passionately as we crossed through the broken wall. “If we forget who we are, will that make us any better than the asinine demons?”  
 
    “Are the demons mindless?” A nagging thought filled my mind. I had heard a lot about what the miasma had done and where it had come from but very little about the demons. Why were they at war with the people of Inati? 
 
    “Pardon?” Olivier looked puzzled by my words.  
 
    “Can demons think for themselves?” I looked up at the sky and wondered what a demon looked like. “How can something mindless fight?”  
 
    “Do tell us, kind scholar.” Julia spoke from behind her fan and stared at the destroyed palace that loomed in the distance. “I have never come across a demon and have wondered if there was a reason behind their attacks.”  
 
    “Demons are savages.” Olivier shook his head and adjusted the satchel he carried. “They only care for the brutality of war. They destroyed this city and continue to wage war against us for no reason. They are brutes.”  
 
    I didn’t believe him. There was no way the demons were mindless, otherwise how had the war against them not been won already? The demons were without a doubt an intelligent species with reason and logic behind their attacks. We’d figured that out after Alyona had been attacked by a controlled villager. 
 
    “Well, you’re the scholar,” I replied cheerfully and smiled at Olivier. “You’ve probably read a thousand books on the subject.”  
 
    “Yes, well, books can only teach so much.” Olivier stopped in front of a collapsed column and pointed at it. “Look at these carvings and the intricacy of the stonework. This is the mark of the old Hatra artisans. Post destruction, no one has ever been able to recreate the gem inlaying techniques of old Hatra.” 
 
    I glanced at the column and stared at the sparkles within the stone. The fact that they were diamonds boggled my mind because I hadn’t imagined someone would have embedded gems into a column.  
 
    “When we were young, we were told stories about Hatra’s grandeur.” Ruslan’s voice had a tinge of sorrow as he placed his hand on the column. “So much knowledge was lost that night.”  
 
    “We promised you food, and here we are reminiscing.” Moskal shook his head and stepped away from the column as he motioned for us to follow him. “The communal kitchens are through this street.”  
 
    “Communal?” Olivier’s attention shifted from the column to Moskal. “Is it a tradition from old Hatra or a matter of economy? I know that many sect residences have communal kitchens and dining halls, but I hadn’t assumed that Hatra would as well.”  
 
    “It’s both, I would say.” Moskal slipped his hands into his sleeves and tilted his head in thought. “The sense of solidarity helped us in those early years as our resources were pooled together. We didn’t have as much back then, and we only survived because all of us worked together. Social status didn’t matter at that point, surviving mattered.”  
 
    “One alone will die, but a pack will survive.” Ruslan strode forward with Julia on his arm and winked at me when he passed. 
 
    I grinned back at the fox Elder and followed both of them down the street to where I could already smell freshly baked bread.   
 
    Even though it was just after dawn, the communal kitchens were already busy, and the large clay ovens were fired up. Water simmered in large metal cauldrons as the villagers moved about with a practiced ease that came only from years of repetition. The villagers called out greetings to us as they looked up from their morning chores, and even the goats bleated loudly as they saw us.  
 
    “There’s a scholar here,” Ruslan’s said to the small crowd, and his voice was calm and reassuring. “He wants to study Hatra and how we’ve survived.”  
 
    “Now the scholars care about us?” scoffed one of the villagers chopping root vegetables. “What hypocrites.” 
 
    “Now, now, we will all be hospitable,” Julia chided kindly as she patted one of the goats. “We won’t turn away anyone who comes to us.”  
 
    “Lady Julia, no one comes to Hatra.” The same villager laughed and set down his knife. “This is the last place anyone in their right mind would come to.”  
 
    “Then he isn’t in his right mind,” I joked as I leaned against one of the clay ovens and felt my body relax due to the heat. While I couldn’t breathe fire, I was drawn to it, and the warmth soothed me.  
 
    “All the more reason for us to be polite.” Julia nodded, and the goat she petted nodded alongside her. “We don’t need any more insanity around here than we already have.” 
 
    One of the bakers tossed me a chunk of bread, and I saluted them gratefully. The bread was still hot from the oven as I tore a smaller piece off it and bit into it. There was a sweetness to the bread, and I wondered how the bakers had managed it.  
 
    “I’m going to head down into the library,” I murmured quietly as I glanced down the street where Olivier and Moskal slowly approached. “Check up on Alyona and Laika while I’m down there.” Then I turned to face Ruslan completely. “I don’t trust that man. Something feels … off about him.” 
 
    “Off?” the Elder questioned with a frown. “What do you mean?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know exactly. He just … sets my hair on end. I think we should make him leave.” 
 
    Ruslan’s frown only deepened. “I haven’t sensed anything of the like from him. Besides, Hatra is not in the business of turning people away. We might not be the great city we once were, but we still have our honor.” 
 
    “There’s a difference between protecting Hatra and everyone in the city and keeping threats out.” I clenched my jaw as anger began to seethe inside of me. “This isn’t about honor, this is about surviving.”  
 
    “We have survived these past thousand years because of our honor!” Ruslan’s eyes hardened as the air around us grew heavy with his power. “I have protected my people for over seven hundred years, and with my leadership we’ve managed to survive the miasma all these long years. You may care about Hatra, but you’re just a child.” 
 
    In my chest, my heart pounded like crazy because of the wave of power that seemed to be crushing me. I looked around, but no one else seemed to notice what was going on between the Elder and me. 
 
    “This is still wrong,” I managed to get out from underneath the pressure of power. “Something isn’t right about that man, I can feel it. He shouldn’t be here.”  
 
    Ruslan stared at me for one long moment and sighed. Then the pressure around me lifted, and he placed a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “You’re full of anxious energy, Evan.” Ruslan spoke with none of the anger from before, and he seemed almost fond. “You’ve been fighting for your life since you got to this world. This world isn’t just full of cruelty and malice. There’s still good people, at least, that’s what I believe.”  
 
    I shook my head. There was a nagging sense of something familiar about the scholar, but I hadn’t been able to place it. If I had, we wouldn’t have been having this discussion about Olivier.  
 
    “I don’t trust him,” I repeated as I stared resolutely at Ruslan and clenched my jaw. 
 
    “You don’t have to trust him to trust my leadership.” The fox Elder let go of my shoulder and sat back down. “Trust in my decisions. If this goes badly as you believe it will, I will bear the guilt. That’s the duty of a leader. You have to learn how to make difficult decisions one day. Even if there are those around you who think you’re being a fool.”  
 
    I frowned at his words as my shoulders slumped. All I wanted to do was to chase that scholar out of the city, but I wasn’t allowed to do that, and instead I was getting a lecture on how to be a leader.  
 
    “Fine,” I conceded, even though I still didn’t like Olivier. “I apologize. I’ll just go check on Alyona now.” 
 
    “Go, be free.” Ruslan waved me off as he eyed a wedge of cheese on one of the tables.  
 
    I nodded as I parted ways with them and headed off in the direction of the underground library. I wanted to check in on Laika and Alyona to see how they were doing down there, especially the priestess.  
 
    She’d been tense throughout the entire time Olivier had been talking about the White Jade Sect heir. I wasn’t sure if it was the prickly presence of the man or if he had touched upon a sore subject for her. Either way, I needed to make sure she was all right.  
 
    I practically flew down the stairs and came to a stop when I saw Alyona asleep on one of the chaise lounges in the atrium of the library. She was curled up with her sleeves trailing on the floor, and her hair pooled out behind her.  
 
    Laika sat at the priestess’s feet with a book in her lap and her broadsword within easy reach. She waved me away with a shushing motion and fond smile.  
 
    I nodded and walked down one of the hallways as I looked for something to do in the library. We hadn’t figured out the organization system of the place yet, and we still hadn’t found an archive catalogue that would let us know exactly what was in here.  
 
    Might as well try to find that.  
 
    I was searching in the bookshelves near the entrance when I heard small footsteps on the staircase. From the scent, I was able to tell that it was Ilya who had entered the underground library.   
 
    “Master Dragon, what are you doing?” Ilya peered around one of the bookshelves and stared at me with wide eyes.  
 
    The young Asura had been cleaned up nicely with the help of the women of Hatra. His hair was brushed back into a loose braid, and his clothes were freshly laundered.  
 
    “I’m looking for the archive catalogue.” I set the book I had been thumbing through back in its place on the shelf. “I’m pretty sure that in a place this size, there has to be one.” 
 
    “What’s an archive catalogue?” Ilya walked to where I stood and went on her tiptoes to try to glance at the spine of the book I had put down.  
 
    “A really long list of all the books and things in here,” I answered as I tapped the books on the shelf and smiled. “That way we’ll know exactly what’s here and where to look for it. What are you doing here, anyway?” 
 
    “Well, Lady Alyona said you were over here, and she was just getting ready to meditate. Am I bothering you?” The boy jumped a few inches in the air as he continued to try in vain to reach the book. 
 
    I stifled a laugh. He really wasn’t tall enough for that.  
 
    Hearing that Alyona was awake made me relax though, and I wondered where Laika was. She probably had gone off to get some breakfast considering it had been dawn when we’d come back to Hatra, and I was pretty sure the two women hadn’t eaten. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “You aren’t bothering me.” 
 
    Ilya glanced down at his boots before he looked up at me seriously. “Then can I help you look for the catalogue thing?”  
 
    “Of course, Ilya, I’d love your help.” I ruffled his hair and smiled. “Why don’t you check on the lower shelves, and I’ll check on the top ones.”  
 
    “I’ll start looking now!” The Asura’s face completely lit up with happiness. 
 
    Keeping him and his sister distracted was key after the trauma they had gone through. Kids rebounded quickly, and they hadn’t had a breakdown yet, but I knew that it was bound to happen soon. There wasn’t anything I could do to stop it, though. I just had to help them through it and show them that life could still continue even if things had become difficult and old friends weren’t there anymore. 
 
    “Awesome.” I smirked mischievously. “You know what, first one to find it gets a prize.”  
 
    “What kind of prize?” he asked with wide golden eyes. That had caught his curiosity. Any child would always, without fail, perk up at the idea of a present. 
 
    “Hmm, how about a present from the loser?” I still hadn’t known Ilya for a long enough time to know what he would want as a present.  
 
    “Like a boon?” Ilya asked excitedly. 
 
    “Yeah, kind of like that.” I nodded with a smile on my face.  
 
    We searched in silence through the shelves for the catalogue that I hoped existed. I hadn’t kept track of how much time had passed. It was a bit difficult to tell time down in the library because of the lack of natural light in the underground complex, but it was still one of the most beautiful constructions I had ever seen in any of the two worlds I’d been in.  
 
    I only wished that there was some sort of clock. I wondered if there were even clocks in this world as I closed another book that wasn’t the catalogue. 
 
    “I think I found it!” Ilya’s triumphant shout broke the silence.  
 
    I jogged over to where the small Asura stood with a surprisingly thin book in his hands. Power emanated from the book, and I could sense the way it spread out to all of the objects that surrounded us.  
 
    “Great job, buddy.” I knelt down to his height and smiled at him. “Do you know what you want from me?”  
 
    “Do I have to tell you now?” Ilya’s brow furrowed in thought as he seriously considered what he wanted from me. 
 
    I laughed. “Of course not, take some time to think about it, and then let me know.”  
 
    “I’ll tell you as soon as I know!” Ilya’s voice was strong and sure as he spoke, and he made the perfect picture of a little prince. “I promise.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” I ruffled the Asura’s hair playfully again.  
 
    Ilya wrinkled his nose and tried to flatten the hair on his head using his hands.  
 
    Suddenly, the smell of decay wafted in the air in front of us, and the hair on the back of my neck rose again. It was similar to the wretched stench of the miasma, but it wasn’t exactly the same, and I couldn’t pinpoint the difference in the scent or even why it was down here with us.  
 
    I debated on taking Ilya with me or leaving him behind. I didn’t want him to get hurt by whatever caused the miasma-like stench, but I also didn’t want to make his trauma worse. Ilya had already been left behind once, and his parents didn’t come back. 
 
    “Ilya, I need you to stick with me, but if I tell you to run or hide, I need you to do that without hesitating.” I held his gaze as I put my hands on his shoulders. “Got it?” 
 
    “I can do that.” Ilya nodded as he straightened his shoulders and stiffened his back.  
 
    We walked between the books as we followed the miasma-like smell until we came to the grand atrium.  
 
    In the middle of the floor was Alyona, and my heart stopped at the sight of her. Miasma slithered over her body, and I saw no flashes of the power that I knew could purify the miasma from existence. It was like the miasma had somehow overpowered her and was trying to control her as it did the corrupted villagers.  
 
    Immediately, words flashed before my eyes as I ran toward her.  
 
    Classification: Unknown.  
 
    Condition: Comatose due to miasma poisoning 
 
    Priority: Immediate attention needed.  
 
    Danger: Deviation phase detected. 
 
    Status: Poisoned and unstable soul core.  
 
     I skidded to a stop beside the priestess, but then my hands fluttered around her body uselessly. The miasma was focused only on Alyona, and it didn’t even try to poison me. It stuck to her like a second skin. I didn’t know what to do.  
 
    Her hairpin was missing and because of that her hair was splayed out around her.  
 
    But that wasn’t what confused me.  
 
    Her hair had gone silver-white except for the braids she wore on either side of her face. Those remained raven black.  
 
    Her hair was just like how Olivier had described the other Alyona’s to be.  
 
    Before I could come to grips with this realization, a bell rang in the distance, and I could hear the faint sounds of battle. 
 
    Then the woman’s purple eyes flew open, and she gasped. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Alyona gasped as she struggled to draw air into her lungs, and her limbs twitched sporadically. I focused my senses on her heart, and I heard it beating rapidly, but there was something missing in the way her heart pumped blood throughout her body. 
 
    “Lady Alyona?” Ilya gasped next to me, and I could hear the trickle of fear in his voice. “Master Dragon, is she…” 
 
    “She’s gonna be okay,” I reassured Ilya, even though I didn’t know if I was lying. 
 
    Then I ignored the sounds of battle that trickled in from the opening and focused on the unconscious priestess as words hovered in front of her. 
 
    Classification: Unknown.  
 
    Condition: Comatose due to miasma poisoning and deviation. Ventricular fibrillation.  
 
    Priority: Immediate attention needed.  
 
    Danger: Deviation phase detected. Inadequate blood supply due to abnormal breathing pattern and spasming heart. 
 
    Status: Poisoned and unstable soul core. Disorganized electrical activity in the heart.  
 
    “Shit,” I breathed out as I knelt beside the priestess.  
 
    Somehow, the miasma had caused her heart to start spasming so quickly that it no longer pumped blood. Or maybe it was her own purity attempting to fight off the corruption that forced her heart into cardiac arrest. 
 
    I focused on shifting out of my human form into my dragon form so I could heal her. My muscles and bone grew as they changed shape, and I moved onto all fours as my wings formed. The change kept taking less and less time the more I shifted, but now it felt like it was too slow. 
 
    The second I was fully in my dragon form, my power swelled inside of my chest, and I opened my mouth to let loose the cloud of healing power.  
 
    The glitter settled slowly on Alyona like stardust, and the miasma began to dissipate. Her heart’s rapid beating slowed to a gentle tempo, and I let out a sigh of relief. Then I turned my attention back to the words that hovered over her. 
 
    Classification: Unknown. 
 
    Condition: Comatose due to deviation. 
 
    Priority: Immediate attention needed. 
 
    Danger: Deviation phase detected. 
 
    Status: Unstable soul core.  
 
    Well, her heart rate was under control, but I didn’t know how to heal an unstable soul core, whatever the hell that was, and Olivier’s words of insanity and calamity echoed in my head. If my Alyona and the White Jade Sect’s Alyona were one and the same, who could have done this and why? I hadn’t sensed any danger inside of the underground library or even smelled the miasma until it had latched onto her.  
 
    Could a demon lord have come here, or was the traveling scholar Olivier the culprit?  
 
    The timing of his arrival and Alyona’s attack was suspicious, not to mention he’d been very interested in the beautiful priestess. It was obvious to me that he suspected her to be the White Jade Sect’s Alyona. Maybe he was after her power? 
 
    “Evan!” Polina’s voice echoed throughout the atrium as the sounds of battle grew fainter.  
 
    The dryad was on the staircase and dressed in her dark leathers. I could smell putrid blood on her, and I picked out splotches of black blood on her skin. I could also see a wall of roots blocking off the entrance behind her as she ran down the stairs.  
 
    “What’s happening out there?” I nodded in the direction of the staircase as I shifted back into my human form. Then I picked Alyona up in my arms and carefully set her back on the chaise lounge. 
 
    “A summoning circle opened up inside of Hatra.” Polina winced as she sat down on the staircase. “Bandits, corrupted by miasma, poured out of it. There’s easily a thousand, maybe more. Most of them rot and fall apart with every step they take. The ones who are fighting number in the hundreds.” 
 
    As much as I wanted to stay with the priestess and watch over her, I couldn’t stay down here while people on the surface needed my help. I also didn’t know what I could do for her unstable soul core. I needed to speak with the Elders, and for that I needed to jump into the fray.  
 
    “Where’s Ilyushina?” Ilya spoke up and looked between us with worry etched into his little face. 
 
    “She’s safe with Elder Julia.” Polina stood up and wiped some blood off her face. 
 
    Ilya’s shoulders sagged with relief, and he swayed on his feet. 
 
     “Ilya, can you be brave for me?” I knelt in front of the young Asura and placed my hands on his shoulders. “I need you to stay here and watch over Lady Alyona while I go help the people on the surface.” 
 
    I was hesitant to leave the boy alone, but my dragon senses didn’t pick up anyone in the library, and I couldn’t hide down here while the city was being attacked. 
 
    “I can try,” Ilya whispered as he met my gaze from underneath his bangs.  
 
    “I’ll be back before you know it,” I promised him as I ruffled his hair again.  
 
    Ilya sat down on the floor and held onto one of Alyona’s lax hands as Polina and I ran toward the staircase.  
 
    “What happened to her?” Polina’s voice trembled as we took two steps at a time.  
 
    “Miasma and something more,” I growled as we reached the top. “I’m not sure how it got in here.”  
 
    Polina waved her hand, and the wall of roots shifted to allow us through. Then the embroidered tree on her gorget glowed, and she raised a hand to touch it.  
 
    “Laika is asking if I’ve found you and Milady.” Polina glanced at me with wide eyes as the roots closed behind us. “Do I tell her that Milady is, well, Milady cannot help us?”  
 
    “Tell her that Alyona is hurt, but that she’s safe in the library.” My jaw clenched as I took in the chaos that ran rampant all around us.  
 
    The majority of the bandits looked like extras from a zombie movie with their skin falling off in chunks and a rancid smell wafting off their bodies. Those bandits ambled aimlessly as they shambled forward, and they looked like relatively easy targets.  
 
    I focused on those creatures and wondered if they could be saved as words came into view. 
 
    Classification: Corrupted Corpses are the remains of those who have been consumed by the miasma.  
 
    My hands tightened into fists, and I could feel a ball of lead settle into my stomach. Those people were well and truly dead. There was nothing I could to save them from the miasma. Death wasn’t a disease.  
 
    “Those are the ones who have been falling apart.” Polina shifted her stance and widened her stance in preparation for any fight to come. “We’ve been taking those down but have been trying to subdue the ones who are still alive.”  
 
    “And how’s that going?” I concentrated on shifting back into my dragon form, and my body grew and molded itself into my draconic body as I stretched my wings the moment they appeared.  
 
    The creatures hadn’t even noticed us yet.  
 
    “Rather difficult,” Polina replied, and her voice dripped with frustration as she lifted her hand in the direction of the dead bandits.  
 
    Roots rose up from the ground and impaled the corpses. As the bodies crumbled and fell apart, the roots descended and returned to the earth beneath Hatra.  
 
    “Will you be fine by yourself?” I lowered my head until I was eye level with Polina.  
 
    “Of course!” The dryad gently knocked her fist against my snout. “I’m part of the famous Blue Tree Guild. If I can’t take care of some crumbly jerks, how can I be proud to belong to my guild?”  
 
    I shook my head and sighed. She was right, she’d been able to hold her own before, and she would be able to do it now. That wouldn’t stop me from worrying about her or any of the others, though.  
 
    “Try to get to the others so you’re not on your own.” Then, with a flap of my massive wings, I flew into the air just as Polina lifted her hand in salute. 
 
    From the air, I could see the hundreds of bandits Polina had mentioned and the piles of corpses that had developed around the inhabited area of Hatra. The smell was nearly unbearable, and I gagged as it buffeted my senses.  
 
    Other than the Corrupted Corpses, there were also the living bandits who had been corrupted and poisoned by the miasma. Their movements were sharper and stronger than those of the ragged corpses.  
 
    I could see how the villagers and the adventurers were fighting them off as well as they could. It was clear to my eyes that the villagers knew how to defend themselves and could hold their own in a fight.  
 
    But fighting against an enemy that felt no pain was a different story. 
 
    The Corrupted Corpses shuffled almost aimlessly, but the living corrupted moved in tandem to destroy the habitable areas of the city.  
 
    Someone had to be controlling them.  
 
    I flapped my wings and flew higher to get a better view of the situation when I saw a flash of grey fur and hair in the middle of the corpses.  
 
    Laika.  
 
    Horror filled me when I realized that the swordswoman had been separated from the other adventurers, and the corpses continued to push her away.  
 
    I dove toward her and landed with a roar. My tail swept a path clear as Laika panted next to me, and her grip tightened on the dual swords she wielded.  
 
    “I’ll keep them away, just go!” My claws dug into the earth as I moved my wings, and the air pressure buffeted the corpses away.  
 
    Laika nodded as her eyes narrowed, and she took off with a running start through the gap I had created and leaped for a nearby ledge. She pulled herself up onto the ledge and looked back at me.  
 
    I tried to take to the air again, but the corpses swarmed me, and they clambered on top of me as they tried to pin me down on the ground. I roared as I shook my body to throw them off me, but they were relentless, and I was close to being overwhelmed by the sheer number of them. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Laika yelled over the chaotic sounds of the battle. “Get back into the air!”  
 
    Rage fueled me, and I let my dragon instincts take over as I furiously swept at the corpses with my claws and shook them off my body so I could take to the air. I swung my tail, and the corpses shuffled backward as I flapped my wings and took to the skies.  
 
    Then I flew over Hatra as I tried to think of how I could fight the corpses and corrupted people.  
 
    Suddenly, an idea came to mind, and I wondered if it would work. I glided lower through the air, carefully so as to not knock down any of the buildings, and drew in a deep breath as I gathered my power. Then I opened my mouth and let out a huge roar that echoed throughout the city as my healing power trailed along with it.  
 
    The villagers shouted in triumph as I flew low and healed them, but the bandits didn’t react to the noise or to the healing glitter that settled over them. 
 
    A snarl left my maw, and I drew together my power again so I could focus on healing the living bandits from the miasma. I let loose again another wave of power, and I watched as the cloud of glitter fell all around the villagers and bandits.  
 
    My body shuddered, and I lost altitude for a moment as my claws dragged along the rooftop of a building. Everything in my field of view had doubled, and I blinked furiously. Then I shook my head and looked down at the corrupted bandits. 
 
    The bandits staggered in front of the villagers, and some of them were on their hands and knees. They coughed up black blood, and instead of being healed, I could see that their bodies had reacted differently to my healing power.  
 
    They weren’t being cured of the miasma.  
 
    They were dying.  
 
    I stared in horror at the scene before me. This shouldn’t have happened. I had healed people who had been corrupted by the miasma before, and they hadn’t died.  
 
    I landed in the midst of all the dead and corrupted bandits. In front of me was a fox Demi-Human who couldn’t have been older than a middle schooler. He was just a child, and here he was, half dead. I focused on him, and the words that described his condition came up. 
 
    Classification: Fox Demi-Human. 
 
    Condition: Miasma poison and corruption. Bruises and stab wounds. Severe infection and fever. Multiple bone fractures. Possible internal bleeding. 
 
    Priority: Immediate healing required to stop further corruption, degradation of body and death.  
 
    Status: Corrupted. Imminent death. 
 
    Realization dawned over me. That was why they were dying.  
 
    I couldn’t just target the miasma inside of their bodies. I also had to heal what had been damaged while these people were under the miasma’s control.  
 
    I focused my healing power again on not just the miasma but also on all the wounds the corrupted had accumulated. Then I let loose another wave of healing magic with a roar, and this time I could feel the way the bandits’ wounds healed as the miasma dissipated completely.  
 
    Then my body seemed to droop lower and lower to the ground.  
 
    My vision grew hazy again, and I shifted on my legs as the world spun around me.  
 
    But still I held on.  
 
    I could smell and see how the bodies of the surviving bandits were changing. There was no longer any scent of putrid rot and decay that used to fill the air. Even the heaviness that had been in the atmosphere had vanished. 
 
    The living swayed on their feet, and I sensed that the pain of all their wounds, although they had been healed, were hitting them now. I had healed their bodies, but I couldn’t heal their minds. Many of them clutched their heads as they stumbled to the ground in a stupor and some of them fainted then and there.  
 
    Those that had been Corrupted Corpses didn’t come back. Their bodies just fell apart as the control of the miasma was cut. I could heal and bring back the living from the brink, but all that I could do for the dead was to free them.  
 
    From the hundreds upon hundreds who had attacked Hatra, less than twenty had survived.  
 
    And now it was time to recover from this attack.  
 
    I shifted back into my human form and staggered backward into someone’s arms. I looked up to see who had caught me, and it was a tired and scowling Laika.  
 
    “I take it that this has never happened before.” I motioned to the carcasses and the twenty living bandits collapsed in front of us.  
 
    “Not once has this ever happened.” Laika’s ears were flat on her head as she looked out around us. “This was pure evil.”  
 
    “It seemed awfully coincidental to me.” I looked up at Laika’s stormy eyes, and I could feel my pain and anger reflected in her own. “Alyona was attacked by the miasma. I partially healed her, but she won’t wake up. I think we need the Elders.”  
 
    “I can’t leave.” The swordswoman’s voice was soft as she looked back into my eyes. “What if they need my sword, and I’m far away?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll go and find Polina.” I looked around the immediate area for the dryad who had gone in search of me earlier. “The bandits are all healed. They’ll be fine.”  
 
    Laika nodded. “I will send the Elders to you if and when I come across them.” 
 
    I moved onto my feet and caught sight of the emerald green eyes of the young fox bandit. They flickered closed just as soon as I caught hold of them, and I dove and caught the boy just as he passed out.  
 
    All the survivors had been healed by my power, so I knew the boy just needed to rest after what he had been through.  
 
    One of the female villagers, still covered in putrid blood, walked to where I stood.  
 
    “I’ll watch over him, Master Dragon.” She extended her arms, and I placed the boy in her arms. “He’s just a child.”  
 
    Sorrow was reflected in her eyes as her jaw tensed.   
 
    “Thanks,” I sighed as I ran my hand through my hair and glanced around me. “Have you seen Polina?” 
 
    The woman shook her head, and she glanced over at Laika. The wolf tapped on her gorget, and it glowed blue for a moment.  
 
    “She’s back at the library.” Tension seeped out of Laika’s shoulders, and she knelt to pick up two survivors.  
 
    I nodded and headed off in the direction of the library so I could check on Alyona and Ilya. The roots that covered the entrance to the underground library slowly pulled back, and I ran down the steps to where I had left Ilya and Alyona. When I reached the last step, a blur of blue hair ran toward me and latched onto my waist in a tight hug.  
 
    “You came back.” Ilya’s voice trembled, and his teardrops stained my clothing.   
 
    “Ilya, didn’t I promise you that I’d be back?” I patted the boy’s back as he held on tightly to me.  
 
    “I was worried you wouldn’t,” he whispered back to me. “Mama and Papa promised the same thing, and they didn’t come back.”  
 
    My heart broke into pieces at those words, and I silently vowed to never leave Ilya or his sister behind.  
 
    “But I did come back,” I whispered to him and knelt down on the floor to be at eye level with him. “And you kept your promise, too. You watched over Alyona for me.”  
 
    “I did.” Ilya’s voice was small as he turned to look at the comatose priestess. “But she hasn’t moved at all.”  
 
    I walked to where Alyona lay and pressed a hand to her forehead. She didn’t have a fever, and that was one worry blown away. I picked up the priestess in my arms, and she fit perfectly in them. Then I pressed my forehead to hers, and I hoped that everything would be back to normal and that she would wake up soon.  
 
    I wanted to ignore the words that floated above her, but I knew I had to read them. 
 
    Classification: Unknown. 
 
    Condition: Comatose due to deviation. 
 
    Priority: Immediate attention needed. 
 
    Danger: Deviation phase detected. 
 
    Status: Unstable soul core in process of stabilization. 
 
    My mind focused on the fact that she was stabilizing, and I wordlessly thanked whatever gods ruled Inati.  
 
    A noise over my shoulder startled me, and I turned to find Polina walking out from behind one of the bookshelves. She didn’t look worse for wear since I’d last seen her, and I smiled in relief.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I whispered.  
 
    The dryad nodded. “We’re all okay.” 
 
    I cocked my head at her use of “we” and looked over her shoulder, but I didn’t see anyone else.  
 
    “Where’s everyone?” I quietly asked Polina as she came to stand next to me.  
 
    The dryad lifted her hand to her gorget for a moment.  
 
    “They’re in the former living area,” Polina replied, and her voice was soft as it echoed throughout the underground library.  
 
    We left the library and walked toward what once was the living quarters of Hatra. The colorful tents and stone carved buildings were now covered in blood, and some lay in tatters from the battle. Bodies, both rotted and recent, littered the streets, but I was relieved that none of the bodies belonged to any of the villagers.  
 
    Still, it was a tragedy, and I would do anything to make sure it was never repeated.  
 
    The residents of Hatra used whatever fabric they could find, mostly woven rugs and large sheets of fabric, to set up makeshift tents. I set Alyona down in one of them, and one of the women of Hatra entered to tend to her. My instincts reared their heads momentarily, but I ignored it and walked to where the three Elders sat.  
 
    “Alyona’s gone into deviation phase, whatever that means.” The words tasted bitter as I forced them past my lips. “Miasma somehow attacked her, but her soul core is stabilizing now.”  
 
    The Elders collectively blinked at me for a moment.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Julia began as she anxiously fanned herself, “I thought I just heard you say that Alyona went into deviation phase.” 
 
    “Is there anything you can do for her?” I asked hopefully as I looked at the Elders.   
 
    “Fuck,” Ruslan exhaled and rubbed his face.  
 
    “There’s nothing we can do for her,” Julia painfully explained. “She has to stabilize her core and spiritual sea by herself.”  
 
    “The miasma must have somehow triggered her inner demons,” Moskal murmured as he tilted his face to look at the sky. “Deviation was said to happen when a cultivator’s soul catches fire, and they are possessed by devils. There are many ways for deviation to happen to a cultivator, but Alyona is a priestess with divine protection. This shouldn’t have happened to someone with such a strong mental fortitude as her.”  
 
    “Then what happened?” I pleaded, desperate to know of a way to help Alyona. “There has to be some way, something to reverse it.”  
 
    “Evan, there’s nothing you can do,” Ruslan said, and his voice was firm as he spoke. “We can only wait for her to wake up and tell us what happened. You said she was stabilizing, that means she just needs to rest, and she’ll wake when she’s ready.”  
 
    I swallowed heavily and looked away. I didn’t want to accept what the Elders had told me, but I knew they were right. There was nothing we could do but wait.  
 
    All around us, people moved quickly to clean up the debris, but there was a face missing.  
 
    “Wait, where’s the scholar?” I glanced around at the villagers and survivors but couldn’t find Olivier anywhere.   
 
    The Elders looked at each other and wore faces of perfect confusion. I guessed that they had almost forgotten about the scholar Olivier, but then again so had I.  
 
    “He disappeared just as the summoning circle opened above us.” Moskal tapped his chin in thought.  
 
    “What perfect timing,” I groaned out as I let my face fall in my hands. “I almost wished that asshole wouldn’t have disappeared. I was hoping to punch him at least once for Alyona.” 
 
    My anger rushed through me like a wild current of power, and the scales on my body seemed to multiply as I paced in front of the three Elders. For the moment, my exhaustion was shoved to the side, and all I could think about was tearing Olivier limb from limb. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one wanting a piece of flesh from him,” Ruslan muttered as he glared at the ground. “We welcomed him into our home, and he plunged a dagger into our backs.” Then the Elder looked up at me with sorrow in his eyes. “I’m sorry we did not listen to you before, Evan. You suspected him, and if I had only listened, maybe we could have avoided this whole disaster.”  
 
    A tiny voice in the back of my head wanted to say, “I told you so,” but I bit back the unkind remark and settled my hand on Ruslan’s shoulder. 
 
    “You were trying to be kind,” I told him gently. “It was that same kindness that made you welcome me into this city, and for that I’ll always be grateful. Don’t blame yourself too much. The city and buildings can be rebuilt, and we avoided any casualties… Well, Alyona is sick, but hopefully we’ll find a way to heal her.” 
 
    “Yes. This is all my fault,” Ruslan sighed and rubbed at his face. “Thank you, Evan, for not belittling my mistake and for your commitment to Alyona. But mark my words, if I ever find that scholar again, I’ll rip him apart piece by piece.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, he isn’t here to face our judgement.” Julia clenched her hands tightly around her clothes.  
 
    “He couldn’t have gotten far.” I flexed my claws as my mind raced, and I focused on catching Olivier’s scent.  
 
    I hadn’t focused on it when he first came to the city, but there were still lingering traces of it in the air. There was a chaotic amount of scents in the city, from the crumbled dead to the healed survivors, so I closed my eyes as I mentally searched through them all and focused on the path we had taken Olivier through the city.  
 
    “There!” I muttered.  
 
    The scent of ink and steel lingered as a meandering path through Hatra. It first appeared outside of the city, and I followed Olivier’s scent as he walked through Hatra. I had left him at the communal kitchens with the Elders, but I couldn’t find the scent anywhere else.  
 
    It was like Olivier had stopped existing inside of Hatra. 
 
    “It’s gone,” I gasped out as I opened my eyes. “It’s like he disappeared into thin air.”  
 
    “Thin air?” Ruslan glanced over at Julia as he tapped his fingers on his leg. “He had to have used a portal.”  
 
    “A portal?” I growled out as I paced again in front of the Elders. “He teleported out of here?” 
 
    My vision swam, and I stumbled over a piece of rubble. I steadied myself on one of the walls and drew in a deep breath as I felt nausea threaten to take hold of me. 
 
    “Sit down before you faint,” Julia spoke sternly as she pointed at me with her fan. “There’s nothing any of us can do. What’s done is done.” 
 
    I didn’t want to admit it, but she was right. Olivier could have been anywhere by now, and even if we did know where he was, would we be able to capture him? My limbs still shook from exhaustion, and I was sure the others were as exhausted as I was from the attack. We didn’t know how powerful the scholar actually was, and if he was powerful enough to bring an army out of nowhere, would he easily be able to destroy us if we went after him?  
 
    We had to rebuild more than just the walls. This attack showed that we needed to be more vigilant and that more than just the demons wanted Hatra destroyed.  
 
    Well, I wasn’t going to let them have their way.  
 
    “How much was destroyed?” I sat down on a broken wall as I watched the villagers begin to pitch more tents. 
 
    The survivors who had been previously corrupted by the miasma staggered about, but they did their best in order to help with the reconstruction of the small village and the clearing out of the corpses. The most important parts of the village were the residential area and the medical area. Restoring them had to be done quickly, along with rebuilding the farms. 
 
    “The infirmary was ravaged.” Ruslan ticked off all the places on his fingers, and I winced at the mention of the infirmary. “So were the living quarters, the kitchen, and all of the farms.”  
 
    “The storehouses were untouched, thankfully those were built underground long before Hatra fell.” Moskal tugged at the torn fabric of his clothing in exhaustion.  
 
    “How much food do we have left?” Julia paced in front of us and glanced at the extra mouths that had joined the village. “Is there enough stored until the farms start producing again?”  
 
    “We’ll have to check.” Ruslan shook his head and looked behind him at the survivors. “We hadn’t taken into account twenty more mouths to feed.” 
 
    “They’re going to come back,” I said and glanced at the three Elders and Laika.  
 
    “More bandits?” Julia sat down on a piece of rubble next to Ruslan and looked at me with confusion in her eyes. “They’ve never attacked Hatra before, and you’ve healed them of the miasma that was corrupting them.” 
 
    “No, whoever was controlling them.” I shook my head and swept an arm to point at the ravaged living quarters. “Either the scholar or anyone else, this wasn’t a one time thing. It was planned out, and we don’t know if Olivier has any allies.”  
 
    “There’s nothing here,” Ruslan scoffed and shook his head before he buried it in his hands. “Well, there didn’t use to be.”  
 
    “There always was something here,” Julia quietly added. “Maybe someone knew about the underground library.”  
 
    “That could be the reason why the miasma has been increasing over the years.” Moskal looked up at the sky and rubbed his face. “All for secrets we never even knew of.” 
 
    “They won’t get it.” My claws dug into the stone beneath me. “We’ll rebuild the walls and train for attacks like these. We’ll rebuild Hatra.”  
 
    “Evan?” Ruslan pulled his face out of his hands to look at me with fragile hope in his eyes.  
 
    “Hatra is your home, and it’s become mine as well,” I spoke firmly as I stared out at the surrounding buildings. “I won’t let them destroy this place.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “Rebuild Hatra?” Julia looked at the villagers who worked around us in salvaging the ruined walls. “That sounds like a dream.”  
 
    “We can do it.” I tapped my hand on the stone I was sitting on, and excitement filled my voice. “I can lift the heaviest of the stones into place, and I can dig quickly.”  
 
    Lifting the heavy stones of the ruined aqueducts would be easy for me in my dragon form, and I knew I could lift even heavier things. The stone giants were heavier than the broken walls of Hatra, and I had easily lifted and ripped those monsters apart.  
 
    “None of us still living ever saw Hatra the way it used to be.” A light settled in Ruslan’s eyes as he looked up at the sky. “We can’t even begin to imagine it, even though we’ve lived in Hatra’s shadows for centuries.”  
 
    Julia leaned over and placed her hand on Ruslan’s knee, and there was a glimmer of tears in her eyes as she blinked furiously. Moskal also placed his hand on Ruslan’s shoulder and turned to face me. 
 
    “How would we even start?” the Elder asked. There was a fire in Moskal’s pale blue eyes that shone fiercely, and I knew they would do anything to rebuild Hatra. 
 
    “With water and defenses.” My mind churned as I visualized the ruined walls of Hatra rise up and become greater than they had ever been. 
 
    I thought of the shattered aqueducts that followed the length of the river and how it could be rebuilt. Water was the lifeblood of any city, and the base was already there. We just had to put the pieces back together. For a moment, I wondered if I could heal structures the same way I could heal people, but I shook that thought out of my head. It was too fantastic to be real, even in a world of magic and dragons.  
 
    “Water?” Ruslan’s brow furrowed as he considered my words. “I can understand the defenses, but the wells we use work.”  
 
    I looked over at one of the nearby cobblestone wells and sighed. I’d already seen farmers trudging back and forth from the wells with buckets of water for the farms. Even with my enhanced strength and endurance, I inwardly groaned at the thought of having to carry bucket after bucket. 
 
    “But how much time does that take out of the day?” I ran my hand through my hair as I began to list off all the issues with the current system. “Going back and forth with buckets to water the farms and fill all the water jars? And the baths.”  
 
    The Elders shared a look of understanding between the three of them.  
 
    “So, you mean the old aqueducts?” Julia followed my line of sight to the wells, and the ghost of a smile lingered on her face. “We’ve been so focused on surviving the miasma that we’d never thought of rebuilding the water system as anything more than a dream.”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded as I thought about the untold information inside the archive underneath the city. “There has to be something in the library that’ll help us rebuild them.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t know where to look first in the library.” Ruslan shook his head and laughed. “Not that we would know the first thing to do in one, this is the first one we’ve ever seen.”  
 
    Again, I wondered how terrible Hatra’s fall must have been and how much was destroyed as the city fell. I imagined that the attacking demons and miasma had burned down any of the libraries above ground. That was what I would do if I wanted to erase a city from the face of the earth, I’d get rid of all knowledge first.  
 
    “Then it’s a good thing Ilya and I found the archive catalogue.” I leaned against the wall and thanked whatever god was listening that we had found the catalogue. 
 
    “You did?” Julia’s voice was filled with such hope that her face almost gleamed in the light of day, and she seemed younger. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied, and excitement filled my voice, but it was quickly replaced by doubt as another thought came to mind. “What if someone discovered the archive before us? And took out whatever was being protected down there?”  
 
    “I doubt it,” Moskal replied as he shook his head. “You and Laika sensed that there had been no one in there for centuries.”  
 
    I relaxed in my seat at Moskal’s words. He was right, I shouldn’t doubt my nose or Laika’s. 
 
    “That leaves the question of what we’re going to do with the bandits.” Julia turned to me face me  
 
    “How do you know they’re bandits to begin with?” I glanced at the survivors who were helping lift up tents and cart away the putrid corpses from earlier. 
 
    “They’ve come to Hatra to trade before.” Ruslan rubbed the back of his head where Julia had smacked him. “Goats, milk and cheese. Things they couldn’t go to a settlement for because they probably stole from them in the first place. They traded with us because they knew we’d never turn them in to any authorities.”  
 
    “In exchange for what?” I stood and paced as Julia had done earlier. 
 
    “Things we couldn’t make on our own.” Moskal looked at the bandits with a gentleness in his pale blue eyes. “Metals for Ruslan’s smithy, medicines, some fabrics and things. And news from the rest of Rahma.”  
 
    Of course the bandits would be the only way the people of Hatra would be able to know anything about the outside world. No traders in their right mind would venture near the miasma infected ruins and because of that, only those who society had thrown aside would come.  
 
    “I see.” Those were the only words I could say as those thoughts lurked in my head. “What are you thinking of doing?”  
 
    “They were victims in all of this. They were possessed by the miasma and forced to attack us.” Julia pulled out her fan from her robes and tapped it against the palm of her hand in a slow beat. “We cannot judge them.”  
 
    “Then we should invite them to stay here with us.” I smiled at the sight of Julia’s habit and looked at the survivors. “Those who don’t want to stay can leave with our blessings.”  
 
    “I’ll speak to them, they might be afraid of you now that they’ve come to their senses.” Julia pointed her fan at me with a flourish and smiled widely. “You find out what you can from the catalogue.”  
 
    That was a fair point. I would be scared of a giant black dragon if I were in their shoes, but I couldn’t help but feel a bit smug at having scared them.  
 
    One more benefit to being an awesome dragon. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I grinned cheerfully until I remembered that I couldn’t read Rahma’s written language. “One problem with that.”  
 
    “Oh?” Julia snapped open her fan and fluttered it.  
 
    “I can’t read whatever language it is we’re speaking in.” I blinked at the three Elders and prepared myself for their disbelief. 
 
    “Well, that is a problem,” Ruslan snorted and nearly fell off his seat from the force of it. 
 
    “Not to worry, I have a plan,” I laughed for a moment before I felt a pang in my heart. “Could one of you look at Alyona? I don’t know anything about cultivators.”  
 
    Julia stood and walked toward me. Then she placed her hand on my cheek and smiled softly. There was a motherly kindness to that touch, and I leaned into it.  
 
    “Of course,” Julia replied, and her voice was as soft and kind as any mother’s. “Now, off you go.”  
 
    I stood and bowed cheekily before I ran off to where I smelled Polina would be. The dryad was nearby in the living quarters as she created poles and tent frames for the villagers to use. There was a bead of sweat on her forehead, and I wondered just how much she had overexerted herself. Hopefully, the favor I needed from her would provide her some rest as well.  
 
    “Polina, we found the archive catalogue!” I waved to the dryad as I slowed my pace down. “Can you help me go through it and see if any books are missing? And also see if there’s anything that could help us rebuild?”  
 
    The dryad blinked at me for a moment until her lips formed a small circle.  
 
    “You think that someone might have stolen some books?” Polina brushed her sweat laden bangs away from her face as she took a step toward me. “How would he have gotten down there?”  
 
    “I don’t know, but I don’t think this was all just a coincidence.” I shoved my hands into the sleeves of my shirt and frowned at the ground. “There are too many things happening at once, and I’m suspicious. Days after we find the library, a scholar arrives in Hatra, and the same day he arrives, Alyona is attacked, and a summoning circle appears over the city? And not to mention the destruction of the Asura village.”  
 
    “That makes sense.” Polina nodded as she pushed her curly braid over her shoulder. “Where is the catalogue? Do you have it here with you?”  
 
    The dryad looked at my empty hands curiously and then up at my face as if I would make it appear out of thin air. 
 
    “It’s back in the library.” I nodded behind me in the direction of the library.  
 
    “Well, I was supposed to be taking a break soon anyway.” Polina shook her head and let out a sigh. “I think I’ve made enough poles.”  
 
    I glanced at the small mountain of poles that towered over the dryad and patted her on the shoulder.  
 
    “Let me know if you need to be healed,” I told her, and I was serious. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt or exhausted from overuse of power.  
 
    “I’m pretty tough,” Polina laughed as she tried to shove me. “I’m part of the Blue Tree Guild after all.”  
 
    “I never doubted that for a second.” I swayed with her attempted push and smiled. “Where are your sisters and Anton?”  
 
    “Oh, they’re helping rebuild.” Polina shrugged and latched onto my arm. “Trina and Marina are working to bring the farms back to life, and Anton is helping with all the tents and pavilions.” 
 
    I thought about the Blue Tree Guild as we walked to the library in silence. There was a power there in that guild, and I wondered if it could be used to save Hatra and Alyona.  
 
    Power was what ruled this world, and it was what I needed more of. The power to protect the people important to me.  
 
    If it was power that lurked in the library, then I would take it. I would use it to protect everything that was mine.  
 
    And anyone who dared to harm what was mine would suffer.  
 
    Suddenly, I stumbled on the staircase and blinked in confusion. I hadn’t realized we had come to the library already. My mind had been lost to my instincts, and all I could think about was possessive anger and the desire to build a dome around the city of Hatra so no one could ever harm it again.  
 
    Maybe I was going insane.  
 
    In silence, I led Polina to the catalogue that had been forgotten on the floor in the atrium, and I sat down as she flipped through it at a nearby table.  
 
    The library was suffocating. All I could see was Alyona on the floor covered in miasma and on the verge of death. Over and over again, that was all that I could see even when I closed my eyes. 
 
    It wasn’t right. Alyona wasn’t meant to look like that, she was supposed to be covered in the light of the sun, the moon, and the stars. In my mind, she danced in a field of white flowers, and I could almost smell the fragrance of the flowers. The scent was a delicate and sweet smell that reminded me of winter and lightning.  
 
    Alyona’s scent filled the library, and I was tormented by it. I couldn’t even imagine Hatra without her, and the possessive anger swelled up inside of me again. I could feel hatred running through my veins and the thickness of rage in my mind.  
 
    The priestess had somehow settled so deeply in my mind and heart that I knew if she didn’t return from that cursed sleep, I would go mad.  
 
    It was my instincts, I knew it was. The dragon part of me that had awoken ever since I put on the mask in my aunt’s shop. I had thought that there would be no darkness to it, but there was.  
 
    “There are hundreds of books on dragons.” Polina’s sweet voice echoed throughout the atrium, and the scent of spring filled my senses.  
 
    “Dragons?” I stirred from my dark thoughts and blinked at the dryad. “What do the books say? Are they lore or actual research?”  
 
    “Actual research, that’s what’s incredible.” Polina dragged one slender finger down the length of the page, and I noticed her nails were the same green as her hair. “And the majority of them are written by the same person.”  
 
    “Who?” I tilted my head as I wondered how a person had even been able to research dragons.  
 
    I’d learned the hard way that dragons weren’t on friendly terms with humanity, so there being actual research on my race was a pleasant surprise. 
 
    “It reads Ura, the Dragon of the Wind.” Polina left the book open and tugged at her wild braid in excitement. 
 
    “Wait, a dragon?” I sat up and slammed my hands on the table. “A dragon wrote all of those books?”  
 
    “Yes!” Polina’s voice rose as she patted the catalogue. “This could change written history. It’s written that dragons have always looked down on and hated humans even though they mostly kept their distance, but this implies that dragons and mortals once lived in harmony. Maybe it even has the reason why dragons and mortals hate each other now.” 
 
    My excitement faded away as I realized the enormity of what was said. If these books could change history, then that meant that the knowledge inside of them was dangerous. It could have even been dangerous enough for a city to be destroyed in one night.  
 
    The doubts I had about the scholar Olivier rose up in my mind again. Had he somehow known about this treasure trove? 
 
    “Polina, are any of them missing?” My eyes searched through the strange letters on the pages, and I growled in frustration at the fact that I couldn’t read them.  
 
    “I can check.” Polina looked at me with calm eyes and a steady voice.  
 
    She didn’t deserve my anger. I didn’t even know why the anger had come so late, the battle was already over. I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and the tension in my body relaxed.  
 
    “While you’re at it, can you check on predator like abilities for dragons?” I gently asked as I stood up from the table and moved toward the staircase.   
 
    “Predator like?” Polina’s green eyes glittered with curiosity, and I couldn’t help but smile back at her. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Keeping what you kill, I guess.” I vividly remembered the dragon I had faced in the canyon beyond Hatra and how she had gone on about taking my power.  
 
    “Hmm, I’ll keep an eye out for it,” Polina hummed as she tilted her head and stood up from the table with the catalogue in hand.  
 
    “I’m gonna go out for some fresh air, let me know if you find anything.” I nodded and started climbing the staircase as Polina began walking along the bookshelves.  
 
    There was no doubt in my mind that Polina would be able to find out everything I had asked her. She had come off as someone who was beyond thorough and a born scholar, even if she fought on the battlefield.  
 
    A part of me was saddened at the thought that such cheerful girls like Polina and her sisters were forced to take up swords in this world. They shouldn’t have such heavy burdens on their shoulders, they should be able to be living happily and gleefully.  
 
    The sky opened up around me as I left the library, and I closed my eyes. The air smelled clean, and I could find no scent of rotting corpses. I opened my eyes and saw that the streets were clear. I had no way of knowing just how long I had been down in the library, but it had been enough time for the bodies to be removed and the debris cleaned up.  
 
    Smoke rose in the distance, and I realized the villagers must have burned the bodies. That was the only way to clear the city of the corpses so quickly and to prevent any disease from spreading.  
 
    Aimlessly, I wandered through the city until my feet took me back to the living quarters. Then I stopped in front of the tent I had left Alyona in.  
 
    Someone had brought in pillows, and I recognized the blanket that covered her as being one of the ones from her sleeping area in the infirmary. With a start, I remembered her pile of books and papers as well as the imprisoned miasma. I hoped that someone had been able to salvage them.  
 
    I sat down on the floor next to the bed, and I breathed in the priestess’s scent. Just being near her was enough to calm my raging instincts, and I could feel my mind clear. Then I closed my eyes and reached out with my mind to feel her power and presence. 
 
    Alyona’s breathing was steady, and her heart had a gentle pace. She seemed so peaceful that I could have believed she was just sleeping and not trapped in a coma. The hand that I held in one of mine seemed to be even more delicate than before, and I wanted to protect her.  
 
    But I hadn’t been able to. This was twice now that she was hurt while I was nearby, and I would never let it happen a third time.  
 
    Laika entered the tent a few minutes later, and I smelled rather than saw that she was covered in dirt and dust.  
 
    “Has there been any change?” she asked, and the swordswoman’s voice had an oddness to it I couldn’t identify. 
 
    “None at all.” I opened my eyes to look at the swordswoman, and I observed that she was just as affected by Alyona’s condition as I was. “She just keeps sleeping no matter what I do.”  
 
    “Do you think she’s that Alyona? The White Jade Sect one?” Laika clenched her fists helplessly and paced in the tent. 
 
    I thought about her words for a moment but decided they didn’t matter. It didn’t matter if I thought our Alyona was the White Jade Sect’s Alyona and heir to Rahma.  
 
    Alyona was Alyona, and that was all that would ever matter to me.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” I smiled tiredly as I lifted a hand to touch the white lock of hair that slipped off the bed. “All that matters is that she wakes up and smiles at us again. Her past can wait until she has a future again.” 
 
    Laika clenched her jaw and turned on her heel to walk out of the tent.  
 
    I didn’t ask where she went, and I simply closed my eyes as I thought about everything that needed to get done in order to rebuild Hatra first.  
 
    Slowly, I felt my body relax, and the exhaustion from the day began to grab a hold of me. Every part of me ached, and I just wanted to surrender to sleep. Surely, it would be fine if I slept for a bit.  
 
    “Evan!” Polina’s voice startled me awake. “You’ll never guess!”  
 
    “What?” I blearily blinked at her as I stretched my neck.  
 
    “You were right, there're books missing from the library.” Polina almost vibrated from sheer excitement as she spoke quickly and waved her arms around. “But not just that, dragons do keep what they kill! It’s incredible, this would rewrite all our understanding of dragons if it got out to any of the academies and scholars in Rahma. Even beyond the borders, this is monumental, not just for mages and cultivators but also for the politics of the land.”  
 
    The dryad spoke so fast I barely understood a word she said considering I had just woken up. What really stuck in my mind was that whatever she had found was important enough that it could change even the politics of Rahma. 
 
    “Slow down there.” I sat up properly and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. “Take a breath and speak slowly. I won’t understand if you just speed talk.”  
 
    “Dragons take on the abilities of whatever creature they killed.” Polina drew in a breath and spoke slowly as if she were considering the impact of her next words. “It’s how they’ve been able to stay on the top of the food chain for eons. They’re unstoppable because with every kill, they become stronger and gain more power. The weaker, untaught dragons can use these newly acquired powers once or twice, and then they’d have to kill again for the same power. But the older dragons can use it continuously. There is no limit for them.”  
 
    It made sense to me. I remembered how odd the sensation of slipping through stone had been and how natural it had felt to me. 
 
    “Then the stone giants I killed?” I asked.  
 
    “You took their abilities!” Polina was so visibly excited, but all I could think of was Hatra.  
 
    I didn’t know the full extent of the powers that the stone giants had, but if they could help me rebuild Hatra, then that was all that mattered. It was as if the candle of hope that had been inside of me had grown into a bonfire.  
 
    “Thank you, Polina.” I stood and pressed a kiss to the dryad’s forehead.  
 
    “Evan!” Polina squeaked as she covered her forehead.  
 
    I laughed and shook my head as I ducked out of the tent. My feet and instincts were taking me toward the outer wall. Fixing the defenses of Hatra had always been at the top of my mental to do list with regard to the city. But with this discovery that I somehow had absorbed the powers of the stone giants, I wanted to go out there now. I needed to be on the wall and closer to that stone to see if it sung to me similarly to the way that the canyon stone had sung to me before.  
 
    If I could immediately raise walls around Hatra, or even just in sections, that would be a relief to not just me but the Elders. I didn’t know anything about architecture, so I’d have to learn quite a bit from the books Polina was searching for. The last thing I wanted was for whatever I built with that power to collapse and hurt people. 
 
    When I reached the walls, I realized a wolf had already beat me to them. Laika leaned on one of the battlements and looked out across the trench I had made earlier. It was hard to believe that all of the events from today had really happened in only one day. 
 
    “Laika?” I climbed the last of the steps and came to a stop next to the swordswoman. “What are you doing out here alone?”  
 
    She smiled at me, but there was a tightness to that smile I hadn’t seen during our short friendship. 
 
    “I am struggling with a decision.” Laika lifted her shoulders in a shrug and sighed.  
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” I placed my hand on her shoulder and hoped I would be able to help her. 
 
    “Could you listen to me?” Laika’s voice was usually strong and firm, even when teasing there was still strength to it, but now it was full of doubt. 
 
    “Always.” I nodded immediately and smiled to reassure her. “Anytime you need an ear, I’ll be here for you.” 
 
    We stood in silence for a time as the clouds shifted in the sky above us. I could tell that soon it would be dusk, and the three moons of Inati would rise above us again. Even so, I waited because I wouldn’t rush my friend to spit out whatever was bothering her. 
 
    “We have already, technically, fulfilled our contract with Lady Alyona.” Laika spoke haltingly, and she dug her fingers into the stone in front of her. “But in my heart, I do not want to leave this place.”  
 
    “Then don’t.” I placed my hand on top of one of hers and squeezed it in reassurance. “Stay here and help rebuild Hatra.”  
 
    “I cannot just abandon my obligations and responsibilities,” Laika laughed bitterly as she shook her head. “I’ve already shirked them long enough.” 
 
    “What are they?” I had forgotten that Laika and the other adventurers would leave as soon as the miasma had been defeated. “Is it anything that can be done from here? Anything that can be put aside until later?”  
 
    “I’ve already put them aside for my Lady and this mission.” Laika sighed again, and her free hand traced the embroidered design on her gorget. “I have a guild to help lead, and I can’t do it from here.”  
 
    I blinked once and then twice. It had been obvious to me that Laika had been the leader of the group of adventurers I had met, but I hadn’t realized she was a leader within the guild, too.  
 
    “You left the guild for Alyona?” I didn’t keep the awe and respect out of my voice.  
 
    Leaving her guild behind for this mission couldn’t have been an easy decision. Especially since I thought that guild leaders were supposed to stay behind and run their guilds. At least that’s how it worked in most of the games and TV shows I’d seen.  
 
    “How could I not have?” Laika squeezed my hand back with a smile. “I’ve seen the way you look at her. You’re just as enthralled, if not more so, than I am.” 
 
    “You have a point there.” I nodded as I thought about how close the two women were, and I wondered just how they had become such good friends. There was loyalty and trust there that didn’t come simply from Alyona being a priestess.   
 
    “It wasn’t about the money or the glory.” Laika’s eyes glittered as she motioned to the darkening sky above us. “She was like an endless and sparkling blue sky full of possibility and life. There was so much of her, she was so courageous and clever and beautiful that I had to follow her.”  
 
    A soft smile crossed my face as Laika spoke about Alyona. I knew what she meant by saying that Alyona sparkled. The priestess seemed to be the most beautiful woman either of us had ever met.  
 
    “Could you move the guild here?” I wondered out loud as I let go of Laika’s hand to drum my fingers on the stone wall.  
 
    “What?” Laika blinked up at me with confusion in her thundercloud eyes.  
 
    “Well, could you move the guild to Hatra?” I shrugged and motioned to the city behind us. “There’s more than enough room here for them.”  
 
    “The guild doesn’t stay in one place.” Laika laughed lightly and shook her head. “That would be breaking tradition. Tradition is how we’ve survived all the wars and miasma. We won’t throw it away.”  
 
    “No,” I sighed as I shook my head. “It would be the dawn of a new age for your guild. And for Hatra. Dragonsblood will be planted all around and in the city. The miasma won’t be able to come inside and harm anyone within the walls of the city once we build it. And I’ll be here. I’ll heal anyone and everyone in your guild. I’ll protect them just as I’ll protect the people of Hatra.”  
 
    I meant every single one of my words, and I knew Laika understood how honest I was being. If the Blue Tree Guild moved to Hatra, it would be beneficial to everyone involved.  
 
    “I knew it,” Laika laughed and wiped a tear away from her face. “The very moment I laid my eyes on you, I knew you would be the strangest creature I’ll ever meet.”  
 
    “I’m hoping you mean that in a good way.” I grinned crookedly at her.  
 
    Laika smile back then stared off into the distance beyond the walls of Hatra and watched the way the forest trees withered only to reveal the bones of a mountain chain.  
 
    “I’ll stake the future of the Blue Tree Guild and entwine it with Hatra’s future,” she suddenly declared, and the Demi-Human’s eyes burned brightly as she grabbed my hands tightly. “I’ll send a message to them.”  
 
    “How soon could they get here?” Excitement crept into my voice as I pictured what the people of the Blue Tree Guild would be like.  
 
    “A week.” Laika’s ears tilted back as she frowned. “Maybe two. It all depends on where the airship is.”  
 
    “Airship?” I wondered if they were anything like the airships I had seen in Japanese video games or if they were something else. 
 
    “The pride and joy of our guild,” Laika laughed the loudest I’d ever heard her laugh, and she threw her head back to reveal a slender neck. “A grand airship built from the blue trees of the forest where our founder gathered the first guild members, and they vowed to serve no lord or king but the one who earned their loyalty.”  
 
    I thought about the charisma needed to convince people to follow someone outside of their feudal lords and masters. The original founder of the Blue Tree Guild had to have been one of the most impressive people to have lived upon this world. 
 
    “That sounds like an incredible founder.” I wondered what such a founder would do with Hatra, and if they would leave the city behind or do whatever it took to rebuild and protect it. 
 
    “Yes.” Laika stared at me with her stormy grey eyes, and they seemed to glow with the light of the setting sun. “I wonder, Evan, just what type of leader you shall become.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    When I went back to Alyona’s tent, I found Ilya and Ilyushina asleep next to her. They were snuggled up on either side of her, and their blue hair mingled in with her silver white locks.  
 
    A soft smile crossed my face, and then I looked at what had been added to the tent. Along the side was a table full of all the papers and books that had been in Alyona’s room back in the infirmary. I was relieved to know they had survived the attack, and I let out a small sigh. On the other side of the tent was another bed and a chest of drawers with a pile of blankets on top of it.  
 
    “Dragon?” Ilyushina’s voice was small, and she blinked blearily at me.  
 
    The little Asura rubbed at her eyes as she sat up in the bed. Her brother yawned and swung his legs off the edge of the bed as he sat up, too.  
 
    “Welcome back,” Ilya yawned again as he covered his mouth with his hands. “We tried to stay up and wait for you.” 
 
    My heart warmed at those words, and I knew the dragon side of me was happy the small children had waited for me. I thought of them as part of my pack already. Just as Alyona and Hatra were under my protection, so were they.  
 
    “Hey kiddos.” I walked over to the bed and sat in front of it. “When did you get here?”  
 
    “Ilyushina missed her star lady.” Ilyushina patted Alyona’s hair, and tears began to well up in her golden eyes.  
 
    I knew the little Asura was worried and terrified about the priestess. Alyona had become one of Ilyushina’s anchors, and now that anchor was out of reach. 
 
    “Oh?” I spoke quickly with mock hurt in my voice to distract Ilyushina. “And what about me?”  
 
    The tears faded quickly from her eyes, and confusion replaced them instead.  
 
    “Master Dragon is jealous?” Ilyushina leaned over Alyona and blinked up at me with curiosity in her large eyes. 
 
    “No, of course not.” I looked away and spoke as dramatically as I could. “I’m just hurt you didn’t miss me.”  
 
    “No, no!” Ilyushina yelped and waved her hands in the air furiously. “Ilyushina did miss Master Dragon, Ilya tell him!”  
 
    “Ilyushina, he’s just teasing,” Ilya laughed into his hands as he looked between his sister and I. “He knows you missed him.”  
 
    “Teasing?” Ilyushina tilted her head in confusion before she scowled and buried her face in the bed. “Oh! Both of you are mean. Ilyushina prefers star lady after all!”  
 
    I bit back a laugh as I looked between the smallest Asura and her brother. He was just as amused as I was. I took a deep breath to make sure I wouldn’t laugh when I spoke, and then I reached out to rub Ilyushina’s back soothingly.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” I spoke gently as I rubbed circles on her back. “Calm down there little one.”  
 
    “Ilyushina is not so little.” Her voice was muffled as she kept her face buried in the bed.  
 
    I exchanged another look of amusement with her brother, and he had to cover his mouth with his hands to keep from laughing. 
 
    “A perfect grown up,” I replied, and somehow I managed to keep my voice serious as I spoke.  
 
    A giggle escaped Ilya, and I sent him a mock glare.  
 
    “Yes, she is.” Ilyushina lifted her head off the bed and looked at me with just as much seriousness as when I had spoken. “Ilyushina would like a blanket.”  
 
    “Of course.” I stood up and bowed to her. “I am but your loyal servant.”  
 
    I walked over to the chest of drawers and pulled two of the blankets off it. The blankets were soft to the touch, and I wondered if they were woven from goat hair as I walked back to the bed. Then I tucked the three of them in with the blankets and sat back down in front of the bed.  
 
    “Good.” Ilyushina smiled sweetly at me before she buried her face under the blanket. “Ilyushina will now sleep.”  
 
    “Is she always like that?” I laughed softly as I shook my head.  
 
    “Always.” Ilya reached over Alyona and tucked the blanket tighter around his sister. 
 
    “Well, you’d better get some sleep.” I stood and ruffled Ilya’s hair. 
 
    “Master Dragon?” Ilya looked up at me as he tried to flatten his hair.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured him as I walked over to the other bed, sat on it, and took off my boots. “I’ll be right here throughout the night.”  
 
    Ilya smiled and then burrowed his head into the pillow and promptly fell asleep.  
 
    Although I was tired, I barely slept. My mind ran rampant as I thought about rebuilding Hatra with the help of the Blue Tree Guild and their airship. Not only that, but I wondered about the predation skill unique to dragons and how I would be able to master it.  
 
    I fell asleep to those thoughts, and I dreamt of Hatra in its full glory. The walls surrounding the city were whole, and they gleamed like polished silver. Even the domed palace at the center of the city was intact, and water flowed through the city’s aqueducts.  
 
    The sound of hammering woke me up from my sleep, and I glanced to the entrance of the tent. From the small opening, I could see a sliver of daylight, and I stood up and looked over to the bed beside me.  
 
    Ilya and Ilyushina were still asleep beside Alyona.  
 
    And Alyona was still the same as before.  
 
    I walked to the bed and brushed away a stray lock of hair on her forehead.  
 
    “Come back soon,” I whispered to her before I turned and walked out of the tent. 
 
    Outside there were a group of villagers hammering away at the poles Polina had created yesterday. They were putting together the frame of a building as I walked toward them. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I spoke up so that the villagers would be able to hear me over the sound. “Do any of you know where the Elders are?”  
 
    “Yes, Master Dragon,” a young man with golden hair replied as he bowed to me. “Elder Julia is down in the archives, Elder Moskal went off to the aqueducts with some craftsmen, and Elder Ruslan is in the smithy.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I walked forward and placed my hand on his shoulder so he’d look at me instead of the ground. “What’s your name? Oh, also, could you get someone to bring some breakfast to the kids?   
 
    “Of course, Master Dragon.” The young man straightened and smiled cheerfully at me. “I am Leon, please don’t hesitate to ask if you need anything of me.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” I waved at Leon and the other villagers as I walked off in the direction of the smithy.  
 
    Compared to the aqueducts and the archives, the smithy was the closest to where my tent had been set up. It was a quick walk to get there, and I could see the citywide cleanup in preparation for rebuilding was still going in full force. While there was a bit more rubble than before, the streets were completely clean of any smaller pieces of debris and trash.  
 
    I smiled to myself because this showed me the people of Hatra were just as eager to rebuild their city as I was. They had just needed an impetus to push them, and I had managed to provide them with just that.  
 
    As I approached my destination, the scent of the smithy was cleaner than I thought it would be. The outside was also clean, and I wondered if the inside would be pristine as well.  
 
    “Hey Ruslan, I need your help with something,” I said as I peeked in through the door and caught sight of Ruslan and the Asura Natalya at a table. 
 
    “Evan!” Ruslan cheerfully motioned me inside as he pulled out a chair for me to sit. 
 
    “Master Dragon.” Natalya nodded at me, and her pale blue hair covered her face. 
 
    “Good morning, Natalya.” I sat down at the table and glanced at the stoic Asura. “If you’re looking for Ilya and Ilyushina, they’re back in my tent.”  
 
    “I know.” Natalya blinked at me and tilted her head in the direction of the forge. “I am here to work in the smithy.”  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ruslan cover his face with his hand and stifle a laugh for a moment. 
 
    “She was the blacksmith back at their village,” Ruslan explained with a cough as he sat back down at the table. “We need all the help we can get, especially if we’re going to start rebuilding the city.”  
 
    I nodded in agreement with his words. Rebuilding Hatra would need everything we would be able to give. 
 
    “Armor and weapons,” Natalya spoke again, and there was a tinge of sorrow in her voice. 
 
    “Sorry?” I blinked and leaned forward. 
 
    “I can make them,” Natalya clarified, and she placed her hands on the table. “Armor and weapons. Will we need them?”  
 
    “Definitely.” I nodded and turned to face Ruslan. “But do we have enough resources to make them?”  
 
    Ruslan shook his head immediately at my words. “Not a chance.”  
 
    “In the forest,” Natalya leaned forward, and her gold eyes glittered, “there is an old mine. Asuras have mined from it for eons. A metal stronger than steel that when merged with dragonsblood, it can purify darkness. It was our secret and honor as blacksmiths and Asuras to protect. Not for war.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to regret telling us?” My mind immediately raced as I thought about merging the metal and dragonsblood into the defenses of Hatra. “We might have to end up using them to wage war.”  
 
    “I will not regret.” Natalya shook her head, and the sorrow that had been in her voice earlier left. “Asuras and Hatra now share the same fate. We were not prepared for war before. We did not believe in it. But still it came to us. Hatra is all that remains for us. We will protect it.”  
 
    Natalya was betting everything on Hatra and my plans for the city. This was another person I couldn’t let down.  
 
     “How far away is the mine?” I tapped my fingers on the table and thought about what we would need to mine the metal. 
 
    “Not far from the old village.” Natalya tilted her head as she spoke. “An hour from my smithy there.”  
 
    “It would probably take half the morning to get there.” I looked up at the ceiling as I estimated the time to get there and back. “Maybe three hours.”  
 
    Ruslan stood from the table and walked over to the desk underneath a window. Then he pulled out a notebook, scribbled something on one of the pages, and ripped it out.  
 
    “Take this to Moskal and his people.” Ruslan walked back and handed the page to Natalya. “They’ll go with you to the mine to see how much can be brought back to the city.”  
 
    “I thank you.” Natalya stood up quickly with the page clutched tightly in her hands. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head at her words and ran my hand through my hair. “You’re the one who deserves our thanks. You just gave us a massive trump card against the miasma.” 
 
     “I will take my leave, my lords.” Natalya wavered at my words, but she nodded and bowed before she left.  
 
    “What a morning,” Ruslan sighed as he sat back down. “So, what did you need my help with, kid?”  
 
    “There’s a skill unique to dragons.” I didn’t know how much Ruslan knew about dragons, but I had the feeling that someone as old as he was would know what to do. “I need your help to master it.”  
 
    “Not your healing powers?” Ruslan raised one eyebrow in amusement at my words. 
 
    “No,” I snorted as I shook my head. “Predation. Keeping the powers of what I kill.”  
 
    “Predation, huh?” The fox leaned back in his chair and hummed. “On the topic of trump cards, that’s a powerful one right there.”  
 
    “I’ve already used the power of the stone giants once.” Frustration seeped into my voice, and I stood up to pace around the table. “When I was escaping the crimson dragon in the canyons. The stone kind of melted around me, and I fell through into a river.”  
 
    I remembered the sensation of how the stone had felt right and how I knew what would happen. It had been similar to the rush of power I felt while healing but not the same all at the same time. 
 
    “And you killed two of them, right? The stone giants, I mean?” Ruslan tapped his fingers on the table as his eyes narrowed in thought.  
 
    “Yeah.” I sat down with a sigh and folded my arms across my chest. “Polina said young dragons can only use an acquired skill once or twice before they lose it and must kill again. So, that’s possibly one chance down the drain for my stone ability. I only have one or two more uses before I lose it. If I can hone it so I can use it repeatedly, however, I could use it to rebuild Hatra.”  
 
    I gritted my teeth as I thought about the wasted chance. If I had known about this skill back then, I wouldn’t have used the stone giant’s power. I would have found another way out, even if it had meant fighting that crimson dragon.  
 
    “Do you have any idea how to use it?” Ruslan’s question shook me out of my thoughts. 
 
    “That’s why I came to you.” I shrugged and then slumped on the table. “Should I have gone to Julia instead?”  
 
    “Definitely not.” Ruslan grew serious and shook his head. “Anyone who disturbs her right now will probably die a painful death.” 
 
    Somehow, I got what he meant about Julia while she was doing research down in the archives.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right.” A shiver went down my spine as I imagined a hellish training program. “So, predation? Meditation? Any tips?”  
 
    “I might have an idea.” Ruslan tilted his head and crossed his arms over his chest. “It may or may not work, and you’ll have to go find some stone giants to kill if it doesn’t.” 
 
    Seriously? What was with that may or may not spiel he was spouting? I needed a yes or a no.  
 
    “Aren’t you a cultivator?” I frowned at him and leaned back in the chair. 
 
    “Hey!” Ruslan smacked his hand on the table in mock anger, and as he stood, he knocked his chair on the floor. “I’ll have you know that the three of us were mostly self-taught, and it was through sheer stubbornness and our own inherent greatness that we got this far.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I sighed and stood from the table. “As long as this idea of yours actually works.”  
 
    “I can still throw you to Julia,” Ruslan muttered as he picked up the chair.  
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” I glared at him as I walked toward the door.  
 
    “You’re right.” Ruslan stared at me for a moment before he shook his head. “That’s a fate I wouldn’t wish on even my worst enemy.”  
 
    “So, you’ll help me?” I lifted an eyebrow at the fox and wondered if he would get to the point already. 
 
    “I thought that was obvious,” Ruslan snorted as he walked toward me and dragged me out of the door. “Let’s get out of here.”  
 
    “Why?” My voice was muffled by Ruslan’s arm as he pulled me along. 
 
    “It’s better to be somewhere quiet so you can feel the flow of energy inside of you.” The fox had gotten serious as we walked. “If there’s too many distractions, it’ll be harder to do so. And time is not on our side.”  
 
    “So, where are we going?” I let myself be dragged by the fox and stared up at the blue sky above us. 
 
    “It isn’t the Cave of One Thousand Sages, but it’ll do,” Ruslan laughed, and the same sorrow that I had heard in Natalya’s voice was echoed in his. “It’s one of the few places we do know about from the old days. It’s called the River Moonstone House.”  
 
    “River Moonstone House?” I frowned in thought as I remembered the cave where Alyona was supposed to be. “What’s up with all of these names?”  
 
    “You’ll see.” Ruslan only shook his head and smiled. 
 
    Ruslan led me through the city to what looked like a former walled garden near the ruined palace. Inside of the garden was a bluestone pavilion with an ivy covered statue of a woman. He touched the base of the statue, and the stone floor of the pavilion shifted to reveal a staircase.  
 
    I followed him down the staircase and was awestruck by what I saw.  
 
    The River Moonstone House was beyond beautiful. The walls and ceilings of the room were made up entirely of a polished marble stone, and I could even hear the faint sound of a running river.  
 
    “It’s amazing.” I couldn’t hold back my awe as I stared at the white stone that surrounded us. 
 
    “I know.” Ruslan smiled fondly as he pushed me toward the center of the room. “Now come on, sit cross-legged over here.”  
 
    I followed Ruslan’s lead and sat in front of him on the floor.  
 
    “Okay.” I blinked at my faint reflection on the floor before I looked at Ruslan. “What now?”  
 
    “What you need to do is reach a state of absolute quiescence.” Ruslan closed his eyes and rested his hands on his knees.  
 
    “Qui what now?” I furrowed my brow at his words. 
 
    “Absolute calmness of the mind.” Ruslan opened one emerald eye and stared at me. “That way the pathways of your power can begin to unblock themselves, and your internal energy will flow smoothly throughout your body.”  
 
    “I can do that.” I rolled my shoulders and stretched my arms before I fully mimicked his position. “I learned how to meditate when I was younger. All I have to do is find my center, right?”  
 
    “That’s the first step.” Ruslan nodded and closed his eyes again. “Once you’re in that stillness, you need to return to the source.”  
 
    “The source of my power?” I closed my eyes and thought of the power that I grabbed onto whenever I healed or changed my form. 
 
    Was that what Ruslan meant by the source? 
 
    “Well, yes.” Ruslan’s voice had reached a calm timbre that made me think of lazy summer days. “But also the center of yourself. The purest form of Evan, untouched by any bump in the road that can distract you. Think of it like a mirror. The moonstones will help purify and direct your energy back to you so you aren’t lost in yourself.”  
 
    “What happens if I get lost in myself?” A spike of worry rose up in me at those words, and I felt myself frown.  
 
    “You might stay asleep for centuries.” Ruslan’s voice had grown firm, and it sounded like that was something he would do his utmost to prevent. “I might have to force my way into your mind, but that could damage your psyche if there’s not enough trust between the two of us.”  
 
    “Right.” I felt the waver of worry fade away as Ruslan’s presence reassured me. “I’ll try not to fuck up.”  
 
    “Good luck.” I heard a smile in Ruslan’s voice as he spoke. “I know you’ll be able to do it.”  
 
    I let my mind drift off inside of myself and search for the source that was the core of who I was. As I did that, I felt a deep abyss of potential power inside of me. Like a deep and dark lake that was bottomless and never ending.  
 
    It was into that fathomless lake inside of myself that I dove in search of the purest form of me.  
 
    In that darkness, stars glittered and faded around me, and I continued down the invisible path where galaxies swirled before my eyes in search of what was the center of my existence.  
 
    I could feel as my power ran through my body in different streams of energy and light that felt like they were reshaping my body. Not into a dragon form or into a different shape, but a body that was more me. It was almost like I was embracing myself in this glittering darkness.  
 
    There was a stillness in that beautiful darkness, and I realized the lake had shifted into a flat mirror that stretched as far as I could see. I placed my hand on the mirror, and it felt gentle and cool. Through that mirror, I could see the path I had traveled on reflected through it, and the galaxies I had passed came into view.  
 
    I realized that those stars and galaxies hadn’t been outside forces. They had been me. They were the small voices and different facets of who I was, and they were returning to their place inside of this vast and limitless world inside of me.  
 
    My heartbeat slowed down, and it matched the gentle flow of the lake’s mirror. I could feel myself expanding outward in reach of every piece of me. The water of the lake flowed over me, but the mirror didn’t collapse. It became smaller and smaller until it fit in my hand and was no bigger than a pocket mirror.  
 
    Suddenly, I sat on the warm bottom of the lake and felt the smooth current of the water that was all around me as I looked at the now tiny mirror. Inside of the mirror was what I had been looking for. I didn’t know how I knew, but I was drawn to the mirror and just knew that this was it. This was my source, the very essence of me, and it was what would allow me to take full control of the stone abilities I had gained.  
 
     Now, I needed to leave the lake. 
 
    Slowly, I floated upward through the dark water of the lake I had visualized and made my way to the surface.  
 
    “I did it!” My voice cracked as I shouted, and I felt tears of relief flow down my cheeks as I opened my eyes in the River Moonstone House once again.  
 
    “I never doubted you for a moment.” Ruslan patted me on the back as we both stood up.  
 
    “I know how to make the walls.” I stared at him with wide eyes before I dashed to the door. 
 
    I ran out of the River Moonstone House and shifted my body. My scales rippled over me, and just as quickly as I thought about changing, I was in my dragon form. Before I even had a solid plan in my mind, I was already soaring in the air toward the broken walls that circled the city. A minute later, I dove and landed near where I had seen Alyona the first day I arrived at Hatra.  
 
    Then I focused on the well of power inside of me and the song that I heard emanate from the crumbled stone walls. It was similar to healing in that I knew I had to do it slowly, but I would be able to do it.  
 
    I was a dragon, and I was unstoppable.  
 
    A hum filled the air as I envisioned the inner wall of Hatra slowly rise up. As I focused on that mental image, bluestone rose from the ground and merged into the ruined walls. There were no cracks or crevices along the length of the wall, and it was a seamless creation that circled the entirety of the city. I could feel my power stretch along the walls, and it sung back to me with a promise that they would protect Hatra.  
 
    With a triumphant roar, I swept back up in the air and flew over the city. I was filled with power and a frantic energy that wouldn’t let me rest. An idea reverberated in my mind, and I circled back around to where the villagers worked on rebuilding their homes.  
 
    If I was able to heal people from the miasma’s curse, did that mean that I could heal their exhaustion as well? I pulled forth the power to heal and breathed a haze of healing glitter over the city. People straightened and gasped as they felt a burst of energy fill them, and all exhaustion was wiped from their bodies as their sore muscles were soothed.  
 
    I landed with a great thud as my energy waned, but I couldn’t keep the fanged grin off my face.   
 
    Once everyone was healed, they were able to reach a steady pace of work in order to bring the city back to a functioning level quickly. The people of Hatra and I worked nonstop for a week in working on rebuilding the defenses. We rose walls and dug deep trenches in front of those walls.  
 
    When I wasn’t raising stone from the ground to work on the walls around the city, I was circling the city from the sky and healing the villagers from their exhaustion so they could work throughout the heat of the day safely.  
 
    When the walls were completed, we moved onto rebuilding the infirmary and living quarters. Much of the rebuilding was based on the original flowing architecture of Hatra to make it seem like those sections had never been destroyed. Terraces and inter-connected courtyards began to fill the former village, and it began to look like a real city again.   
 
    The broken dome of the Lunar Palace loomed behind us every day, and I couldn’t wait until we could bring it back to its former glory. Sadly, it wasn’t a priority.  
 
    It was an exhausting cycle, and every night I collapsed onto my bed only to start the cycle all over again the next day, but it was rewarding. Each day brought more endless work, but we were rebuilding the city bit by bit. 
 
    Our breaks were only for food, and it was during one such break that Ruslan dragged me out to the newly built main gate of the city.  
 
    “What’s all of this?” I stared at the dragon emblazoned on the metal of the gate and blinked back tears. “Is that me? Is that me on the wall?” 
 
    “You’re our dragon, after all.” Ruslan pulled me in for a hug and ruffled my hair as he spoke. “We don’t have much to offer you except our hearts and our loyalty. Hatra will always be a home to you.”  
 
    The villagers cheered behind us after he spoke, and I jumped in surprise. I’d been so focused on the gate that I hadn’t even noticed them come up behind us. The two of us were dragged away to the plaza in front of the infirmary, and there were tables laden with food and drink. Everywhere I looked, there was laughter and dancing. There was so much celebration, but in my heart I couldn’t participate. 
 
    I slipped away from the festivities and made my way back to my tent and to where Alyona remained in her sleep. She was just like a doll as she slept through the stabilization of her soul core. 
 
    I sat beside Alyona on the bed and held onto her hand tightly.  
 
    “Hey, I wish you were awake right now,” I whispered. Even though I knew it was pointless to talk to her when she was like this, I still did because doing so calmed the raging instincts inside of me. “I wish you could see everything that’s been happening. Hatra’s being rebuilt, and we’ve raised a wall around the city, two of them actually, and we even built defensive trenches along the outside of it. Well, I dug those. There also hasn’t even been a miasma attack in over a week.” 
 
    Alyona’s chest barely moved as she breathed, and her heartbeat was such a slow rhythm that I would have missed it if it weren’t for my enhanced hearing.  
 
    “The Asura’s had a sacred metal, too,” I continued. “Natalya was their blacksmith, and she told us their secret. She and Ruslan have been making weapons and armor almost nonstop. The only breaks they take is when they’re making metal for the walls and the gates.”  
 
    My voice trailed off, and I stared at her.  
 
    I hadn’t tried to heal her again since that day in the underground library but maybe, just maybe, I would be able to now. After my time in the Moonstone River House, I was more in tune with my powers, and they were stronger, too, after I used them every single day in the past week.  
 
    Maybe I was strong enough now.  
 
    Slowly, I drew in a breath and let it out along with all of the worries and thoughts in my head. There was only the thought of healing Alyona and seeing her eyes open.  
 
    I focused on her, and I barely noticed the scales on my body multiply and spread further down my arms and torso. Even the claws on my hands grew longer and sharper as I held onto her small hand in my larger one. I frowned at that sight since I wasn’t trying to shift into my dragon form, but I kept my focus on her as I felt a great storm of power form inside of me. It was similar to the deep lake that I had found inside of myself at the beginning of the week, but it was comprised solely of healing power.  
 
    And all of that healing power was directed toward the priestess in front of me.  
 
    “Alyona,” I pleaded to her as I raised her hand to my lips. “Please come back to me.”  
 
    I pressed a kiss to her hand, and through that kiss I pushed out all the power I had accumulated inside of me.  
 
    There was no giant cloud of glitter this time, only a small glossy sheen where I had kissed her hand. It reminded me of the walls in the River Moonstone House, but nothing seemed to happen after I had pushed out all that healing power.  
 
    I swayed where I sat and blinked as my vision swam. I hadn’t felt this tired since the first time I had healed the villagers from the miasma and overdid it. My well of power really had grown larger compared to that time.  
 
    Had it really been less than two weeks since I came to this world?  
 
    Once more I swayed, and I fell on my back on the bed beside Alyona. I stared up at the ceiling of the tent and sighed as darkness lurked on the edges of my vision. I had overdone it again, but at least I was on the bed and hadn’t collapsed on the floor.  
 
    As my vision continued to tunnel, I turned my head to look at the sleeping priestess.  
 
    And her brilliant gemstone eyes stared right back at me as mine began to close.  
 
    My only thought as my consciousness slipped away was that I had done it.  
 
    Alyona was healed, and she was finally awake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    I woke up to the sight of Alyona smiling sweetly at me, and I lifted a hand to stroke her face. I needed to reassure myself that she was real and that I wasn’t dreaming.  
 
    An orb of white light floated in the crystal lamp on the nearby dresser, and it illuminated the tent. Through the opening of the tent, I could see that it was already nighttime outside. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, and her voice was soft as she spoke. “I missed you.” Tears welled up in her gemstone eyes, and she blinked them back.  
 
    I lifted my hand to caress her cheek, and I couldn’t help the smile that crossed my face.  
 
    “Alyona.” My voice cracked as I hoped this wasn’t a dream and that she really was awake. “You’re back, you’re really back. Are you alright?”  
 
    “I am,” she laughed lightly and shook her head. “How long was I asleep?”  
 
    “Nine days.” I clenched my jaw as I answered her.  
 
    “Not long at all then.” She rolled onto her back and tugged at one of the braids in her hair. 
 
    “Who hurt you?” I asked as I turned to face her more fully. “Did you see who it was? Was it that scholar, Olivier?”  
 
    “I can’t remember.” Her brow furrowed, and she bit her lip in thought. “All I can remember is being in the atrium, and then I was deep inside of my consciousness.” She sighed and fiddled with a strand of her white hair. “I didn’t mean to lie to everyone about who I was, but I had to.”  
 
    I could sense guilt from her as she spoke, and I knew she hadn’t wanted to lie. But if she was the Alyona that Olivier had mentioned, then I understood why. It wasn’t safe for someone of her status to wander around the countryside while there was miasma and demons attacking. That would strike a lethal blow to the country’s moral.  
 
    “I think I understand why you did,” I spoke as soothingly as I could so her worries would wash away. “You were trying to protect yourself, weren’t you? You disguised yourself. How did you do that?”  
 
    Her hair that had been raven black when I first saw her was now the color of starlight except for two black braids that framed her face.  
 
    “Allow me to properly introduce myself first, things will make sense then.” Alyona sat up in the bed and shifted so she could kneel properly. 
 
    “Whoever you are, whatever your status, you’re still the person who brought hope to Hatra.” I sat up and pressed my forehead against hers.  
 
    I could smell salty tears well up in her eyes again before she blinked them away. Then she leaned back with a determined smile and inclined her head. 
 
    “I am Alyona the Divine Maiden.” Alyona lifted her head from the bow, and I could see how her gemstone eyes glittered fiercely. “I was born a nascent soul cultivator and the sole successor to the White Jade Sect Seat that rules Rahma.”  
 
    As she spoke, words flittered across my field of vision, and I blinked at the information they provided me.  
 
    Classification: Divinity. 
 
    Condition: Fatigued due to previous deviation phase. 
 
    Priority: Sufficient rest will aid recovery. 
 
    Danger: Low. 
 
    Status: Unstable soul core.  
 
    “Divine Maiden?” I hadn’t been as surprised at her being classified as a Divinity, but I wondered if she was anything close to the Celestial Divinity that I had heard about. “Is that your title, instead of being called princess?”  
 
    Internally, I was wide eyed and couldn’t believe my luck. The sweet and angelic Alyona was actually a princess. Fuck, I hoped no one would think we kidnapped her because that would just be the icing on the cake. A dragon kidnapping a princess was the bread and butter of fantasy worlds. 
 
    “No.” Alyona shook her head as she placed her hand over her heart. “It’s because my body and soul are that of an immortal. Even if I were to stop cultivating and never reach the final stage, I would still be a divine existence in this world.”  
 
    “Immortal?” I couldn’t wrap my mind around the thought of living forever, and I wondered how she dealt with such a reality. “You’re really immortal? Is it because you’re a nascent soul cultivator?”  
 
    “I am.” Bitterness seeped into her smile as she stared off into the distance. “Unending and undying until this world rots around me. Even if my body is torn to pieces and my blood spilled, I will still endure. As will this power that lives inside of me.”  
 
    “That sounds so lonely.” My claws dug into the palms of my hands as I imagined everything Alyona had to have suffered.  
 
    I could easily imagine a small version of the woman before me being raised with that knowledge. There was no way she could have had a childhood because everyone would have been frantic and shocked at her existence, just like Olivier had said.  
 
    She was a doll in a jeweled cage. 
 
    “That is my fate.” Alyona lifted one shoulder in a shrug and sighed. “As the stars have written and decreed it, so it must be. There is only so much one person can run from, and I think I’ve used up all my freedom already.”  
 
    “Is it?” I lifted an eyebrow as I furrowed my brow at her words. “You ran away to save Hatra. You’re supposed to be in the Cave of One Thousand Sages, but instead you’re here. I don’t think fate can control you at all.”  
 
    How could she not see it? She had run away from the people who ruled Rahma and had managed to find her way to the single most forsaken city in the kingdom, maybe even the continent. Alyona had already defied the fate that had been expected of her.  
 
    “Fate cannot be defied,” Alyona sighed as if to refute my thoughts, and weariness was heavy in her voice.  
 
    I was sure the concept of fate being unbreakable and unavoidable was something that had been instilled in her from a young age. From Alyona’s character and personality, I concluded she was the type of person who had been raised to be a sacrificial lamb, either inadvertently or not.   
 
    “I’m not so sure about that.” I shook those thoughts from my mind and smiled at her. “Tell me, how’d you even make the decision to come save Hatra if you’re supposed to be as sheltered as that scholar said? How could you have known where to go?”  
 
    “Because it’s my duty.” Alyona stood from the bed and paced in the tent as she spoke passionately. “I cannot just live the rest of my life between the White Wind Mansion and the Cave of One Thousand Sages. I am the successor to the White Jade Sect, and for so long they have been holding back the demonic horde that threatens this world. My sole reason for being is to protect my people, and how can I do that if I am hidden away? Even the sharpest of blades will rust away to nothingness if they aren’t used. There’s no point to a tool that isn’t being used, and I need to be used to protect this world.”  
 
    I understood why Alyona was the way she was, and my heart broke for her. She put everyone ahead of herself because she’d been raised to put Rahma first. Alyona didn’t even see herself as a person, just a tool to be used by the White Jade Sect in order to protect the world of Inati.  
 
    “Alyona, you’re more than just a tool.” I stood and walked to where she was. “I’m sure your Sect had a reason behind it. Maybe they were just trying to protect you?”  
 
    Telling her that once wouldn’t do anything because that mentality had already been engraved in her mind. She needed to be reminded on a daily basis that she was more than just a tool, she was a living person with hopes and dreams of her own.  
 
    I would remind her and show her that as many times as I needed to.  
 
    “Rahma is what deserves to be protected.” Alyona pushed her hair over her shoulder and frowned. “My hair pin, where is it?”  
 
    “I didn’t even notice it was gone.” I blinked at the long and loose hair that tumbled free down her back. “Maybe it got left behind in the library when everything happened.”  
 
    Alyona began to pace nervously in the tent again as she tugged on one of the braids in her hair.  
 
    “I need to find it.” She stopped pacing and turned to the entrance of the tent.  
 
    “Can’t this wait until you’ve rested?” I stopped her from leaving and led her back to the bed. “You’ve only just woken up.”  
 
    I was worried about any possible side effects from her coma, and I wanted her to at least stay in the bed. This was not the time for her to be running around the city looking for a hair ornament.  
 
    “No!” She tugged on my sleeve and glanced out of the tent with pain in her eyes. “It was a gift from my father. It’s a holy relic he gave to me on my fifth birthday when I saw him last.”  
 
    So, that was why she was so desperate for the hair pin. It was the only memory she had of her father, and I wondered if he was the current White Jade Sect Seat or if he had already died.  
 
    “I’ll help you find it then,” I promised her as we sat back down on the bed. 
 
    “You will?” Her eyes were wide and bright as she stared at me.  
 
    “Of course.” I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “If it’s that important to you, then how can I say no?”  
 
    The kiss felt like an electric touch between the two of us that sent fireworks down my spine. I repressed a shudder of desire in my stomach because all I wanted to do was to keep kissing her. Now was definitely not the time for that, but maybe there would be a chance later on.  
 
    “Thank you, Evan.” Alyona wrapped her arms around me and buried her face in my chest. “I know it may seem silly of me to be crying over a hair pin when all of this has happened. There’s people suffering and dying, but my tears just won’t seem to stop.”  
 
    “Just let it all out.” I tightened my arms around her. 
 
    As I rubbed circles on her back, Alyona broke into quiet sobs against my chest. Her fingers dug tightly into my flesh, and her nails scraped against the fabric of my clothing.  
 
    My dragon instincts nudged me to run my hands through Alyona’s hair and to groom her while I had her in my arms. I couldn’t resist the overbearing instincts, so I brushed my free hand from the top of her head until it was entangled in her soft curls. Her hair felt like a wash of silk across my palm, and I gently ran my hand through her hair again. I repeated that for what seemed like hours as she let out all the emotions she’d kept tightly bottled up.  
 
    After some time, I could hear the way her heartbeat slowly shifted from a rapid pace to a gentle rhythm. The smell of salt also disappeared from the air, and I knew she had stopped crying.  
 
    The dragon instincts inside of me and my own feelings were in agreement that I never wanted to hear her cry ever again. Tears of joy would be the only exception, and even then it would still bother me. Alyona wasn’t a creature built for sorrow, and I’d do whatever it took to have her live a life free from it.  
 
    “We should probably go now.” I pressed a kiss to her temple as I spoke softly to her. “Everyone’s celebrating, and this might be our only chance to search quickly. Though, Laika might not forgive us for not going straight to her.”  
 
    “Celebrating?” Alyona’s voice was curious as she peered up at me with a smile. “I could hear you when I was still sleeping, but it was faint. I almost thought I dreamt it. Hatra, is it really rebuilt? 
 
    Alyona peeked over at the entrance of the tent and looked back at me with glittering eyes. The thought of Hatra being rebuilt must have been like a dream come true for her, and I could see the excitement well up in her face.  
 
    “It isn’t finished, but we are rebuilding the city section by section.” I stopped rubbing circles on her back and instead just let my hand drop to the curve of her hip. “We finished raising two of the walls already, and we’re working on the city defenses. Trenches and towers, everything. There’s a group working on fixing the farms, and after we finish the defenses, we’re gonna tackle the aqueducts. Polina’s been down in the library looking for any information on how they were first built so we can build them right.”  
 
    As I spoke, I punctuated each word with an absentminded tap on her hip. Every time I did so, Alyona shifted closer and closer to me until I felt like I was on fire from how close her body was. I wanted to kiss her until I couldn’t breathe and stars sparked in my vision. 
 
    “That sounds like a dream come true.” Alyona laughed gently, and her soft lips parted slightly. “Thank you.”  
 
    As I leaned down to kiss her forehead, she suddenly tilted her head back, and I groaned as her lips met mine. They were just as soft and delicious as I remembered. I dove deeper into the kiss, and she responded equally eagerly. Her hands clutched the front of my robe, and I trailed my hands down the length of her spine. Then I pulled her in closer to me because I needed to be as close to her as I could.  
 
    “You don’t have to thank me,” I whispered as I kissed her again. This kiss wasn’t frantic or fast paced, it was slow and languid as I moved from her mouth to taste her throat. 
 
    “I want to.” She gasped for air as my lips moved from her throat and to her ear.  
 
    Alyona tasted so sweet under my tongue that all I wanted to do was bury myself in her. I wanted her so badly even the blood inside of my veins burned with every passing moment that I touched her.  
 
    “I just did what I thought was right.” I nibbled and sucked on the lobe of her ear. “I promised I would help Hatra in any way I could.”  
 
    With a sigh, I let go of her and buried my face in her shoulder. My control was wavering, and I knew if I kissed her any longer it wouldn’t end with just a kiss. Now wasn’t the time for that, not when anyone could just come into the tent, and we still had to go find her hair pin. 
 
    “Not anyone could have done it.” Alyona gently pulled my face away from her shoulder so she could look at me in the eye. “Even the combined power of the council seats wasn’t enough to save Hatra, but you did.”  
 
    “Who’s going to tell a dragon no?” I snickered as I stood.   
 
    “Who indeed.” Alyona lifted her hand to cover her mouth as she laughed. “I cannot imagine a dragon, even one as gentle as you, being told what to do.” 
 
    I offered a hand to Alyona, and she took it gracefully as she stood from the bed to follow me out of the tent. The priestess stumbled on one of the stones in the street, but I caught her before she fell.  
 
    “This wasn’t a good idea.” I frowned as I carefully settled her in my arms. “You should be back in bed still.”  
 
    “No, no.” Alyona wrinkled her nose as she shook her head. “I’m fine, seeing what’s been rebuilt will be the best balm for me.”  
 
    “Very pretty words,” I muttered as I stood in the middle of the street. “You’re not going to walk there, though.” Then I stooped down and swept her up into my arms bridal style.  
 
    On one hand, I wanted to turn back and put her back to bed. On the other hand, I had promised to help her find the hair pin, and the idea of putting her back in bed drew dangerous thoughts of me joining her there. Carrying her was the safest bet for me then, because when I did finally sleep with Alyona, I didn’t want anyone to walk in on us. 
 
    “What a chivalrous dragon.” Alyona placed a feather soft kiss on my cheek and laughed sweetly. “How did I get so lucky to meet you?” 
 
    I felt a dopey smile stretch across my face as I looked at the woman in my arms. She wasn’t the lucky one in this situation, it was me.  
 
    “Only the best for a princess.” I set a languid pace as we walked and avoided the areas where all the villagers were sleeping in drunken heaps. “Alyona, what rights do you have as heir to the White Jade Sect? Are you heir apparent or has it all been set in stone?” 
 
    “I have been the only heir since before I was born.” Alyona played with the end of one of her braids as she spoke. “Even while I was still in my mother’s womb, the Nobles of the Sword swore fealty to me.”  
 
    “Nobles of the Sword?” My brow furrowed as I repeated the strange title. “Are those knights?”  
 
    “Yes!” Alyona nodded, and her eyes brightened as she dove into an explanation. “They are, as the title suggests, the swords and shield of Rahma. They live and breathe for Rahma and have been blessed by the heavens with divine swords. Each of them rule over a territory in Rahma and are sworn to protect it. One of those swords was here, but the Elders told me it was lost during Hatra’s fall. If we could find that sword, that would be incredible.”  
 
    “If they swore fealty to you,” I spoke slowly as I thought about how Alyona could openly use her political power, “can you command them to come here?”  
 
    “Perhaps.” Alyona tilted her head toward my chest as she spoke. “Only if my command does not conflict with any edict of His Eminence. If His Eminence has ordered for the Swords to fight on the border, I cannot recall them. ”  
 
    “The current Seat of the White Jade Sect?” Once again I wondered if the current ruler was her father or another member of her family. He very well could be, but it sounded like power, not blood, was what decided rulers in Rahma. Alyona could have been made heir solely for her power as the Divine Maiden. 
 
    “Yes, Lord Rodion.” Alyona clenched her jaw as she replied. 
 
    I wondered if she felt guilty or if Lord Rodion was a stern ruler. The Elders hadn’t mentioned much about the ruler of Rahma, but they’d have little opportunity to study him.  
 
    “Now that Hatra is protected from the miasma,” I continued speaking as I carried her past one of the rebuilt buildings, “and the underground library was found, would the Sect and the Swords help rebuild Hatra? Send craftsmen and supplies to help us?”  
 
    “Their honor would demand it of them.” Alyona sighed and let go of the braid she had nervously played with as we spoke. 
 
    “Even though they abandoned Hatra for a thousand years?” I raised an eyebrow as I thought about how cold hearted a ruler would have to be to give up an entire city to demons.  
 
    “Duty kills the heart,” Alyona replied with a bitter tinge to her voice as she looked down at the ground. “How do you choose between a destroyed city and an invasion? How can we judge them for their choice when so much was at stake?”  
 
    I breathed in deeply as I thought about what I would have done in that situation. Frankly, I knew what I would do. It was my work as an EMT on a much larger scale. If I took my work ethic as an EMT and applied it to when Hatra fell, I knew I would come to the same decision. I would pick the choice that would save the most lives, and I would live with the consequences.  
 
    “There had to have been a way.” I shook my head as I lied to myself. 
 
    “Perhaps there was and perhaps there wasn’t,” Alyona’s voice was soft as she sighed. “I’ll send the message now.” 
 
    The woman in my arms lifted one finger into the air, and the very tip of it glowed a faint blue. She trailed her finger in the air in the shape of a circle and stretched out her palm. The circle glowed in the air like a pale blue disc of light, and the surface of it rippled underneath her hand.  
 
    Then she pulled her hand back from the circle, and it shot away from us until it was nothing but a tiny speeding blur. 
 
    “How long will it take to get to them?” My eyes followed the blue blur as it steadily rose in the night sky. 
 
    “By the time the moons rise again.” Alyona buried her face in my chest as she sighed. “And then, they will respond whenever they wish.”  
 
    We stood there for a moment in silence, and I looked up at the three moons in the night sky. Then the smell of pine filled the air, and I turned to see Laika in her armor running at full speed toward the two of us. 
 
    “Evan!” Laika skidded to a stop in front of us and stared at Alyona with wide eyes. “My Lady?”  
 
    The wolf blinked between Alyona and myself in confusion.  
 
    “Laika!” Alyona half jumped and half fell out of my arms as she launched herself at Laika. 
 
    “My Lady,” Laika sobbed into Alyona’s hair. “You’re back, you’re actually back.” 
 
    Suddenly, the hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I looked at the direction of the gate. My heart rate jumped up, and it felt like the organ was trying to escape my ribcage. My blood thudded in my ears to the point that I almost thought I was underwater, and I missed what the two women said to each other. 
 
    “My heart feels like it’s going to burst out of my chest,” I muttered as I rubbed my sternum  
 
    “It’s the prelude to war,” Laika spoke darkly as she held Alyona close to her.  
 
    “What?” I blinked at the wolf and thought I had misheard her. “What do you mean by war?”  
 
    I angled my head to the ground and hit my ears to see if I had somehow gotten any water in them. 
 
    “There’s an army of adventurers outside of the city.” Laika tightened her arms around Alyona as she spoke. “They must have cloaked themselves to hide from our senses.”  
 
    “What?” I balked. “Why are they here?” 
 
    Laika shook her head. “We do not know yet.” 
 
    I mentally cursed. Hatra couldn’t catch a break. 
 
    “Take Alyona back to the tent,” I ordered as my mind churned and searched for a possible plan.  
 
    Hatra was in no way ready to hold off an army, and we all knew it. We didn’t have enough people or resources to hold the entire length of the wall or even enough stockpiled to survive a siege.  
 
    “I am not going to be hidden away,” Alyona declared, and her voice carried a thinly disguised steel in it as she looked at me with stubborn eyes. “I will protect Hatra no matter what.”  
 
    “Promise me that you won’t push yourself,” I said softly as I walked forward to press my forehead against Alyona’s. “Whatever happens tonight, you will both live.”  
 
    “We are together.” Laika stared at me with her stormy grey eyes and smiled fiercely. “An army of men is nothing compared to what we’ve faced.”  
 
    I smirked at that because she had a point.  
 
    What was an army compared to murderous smoke?  
 
    “If this comes to battle, they will break on us.” I placed one hand on Laika’s shoulder and the other on Alyona’s shoulder. “Laika and I will be on the front while you, Alyona, bring up that barrier as soon as the fighting starts.”  
 
    “Hatra will not fall tonight,” Alyona promised as she wrapped her free hand around one of mine.  
 
    I lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to it. With every fiber of my being, I prayed and hoped Alyona’s words would protect us.  
 
    With that promise between the three of us looming in our minds, we quickly made our way to the main gate of Hatra. Along the way, we ran into the remaining Blue Tree Guild members, and they were fully dressed for battle. 
 
    The three Elders stood on the battlement above the gate, and we climbed the enclosed staircase that led to them. Alyona stopped behind the door that led onto the battlement and peered out, but Laika and her guild members followed me to where the Elders stood.  
 
    Three hundred adventurers stood outside the main gate, and a man in silver armor stood at their head. Somehow, a sense of despair wafted off the man, and a faint scream echoed in my mind.   
 
    “Cursed city of Hatra full of kidnappers and worshippers of the cursed dragon!” The blond man in silver armor stood outside of the main gate with a sword in his hand, and his voice echoed throughout the area. “I am Asher of the Green Glass Sect, and we have come to this forsaken land to rescue the Divine Maiden Alyona from the madness within this city. Give her back to us so that we may guide her to a place worthy of her purity, and we shall show you mercy. Refuse, and we will not hesitate to water the earth with your blood as we tear down your city stone by stone.”  
 
    I inhaled sharply at those words and could feel cold anger rise inside of me. Who was he to threaten Hatra like that?  
 
    “Are you out of your damned mind?” Ruslan yelled back as the fur on his ears bristled.  
 
    “Diplomacy, Ruslan, diplomacy!” Julia hissed as she drew him back from the battlement. “You do not insult the man who has an army at your doorstep.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear that bastard?” Ruslan clenched his jaw and fists as he spoke. “He’s not going to listen to us no matter what.”  
 
    “Let me try.” I turned to Laika and nodded for her to move closer. “Keep Alyona out of sight just in case diplomacy fails. He’s a fanatic, and I have the feeling seeing her won’t help.”  
 
    Julia nodded at me, and I stepped closer to the edge of the wall.  
 
    “Is there no one fit to treat with us in that city?” Asher laughed and glanced at the adventurers who were lined up behind him. “Only ruffians and cruel men ready to destroy his property and betray their liege lords? Heathen savages and barbarians!”  
 
    “Asher!” I called out and stepped onto the battlement.  
 
    “Oh?” Asher rose one pale eyebrow at me and sneered. “And who are you?”  
 
    His eyes, although pale in color, were dark with weariness and pain. There were black circles under his eyes, and for a moment, I thought I saw a different face ghost over his.  
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t have time to try to figure out what it was that I saw. 
 
    “Just a son of Hatra.” This was the first time I had said I belonged to Hatra, and I couldn’t have picked a more dramatic moment than an impromptu invasion. “Why are you here threatening us, calling us kidnappers and savages?”  
 
    “Because you are,” Asher laughed, and he ran a hand through his hair. “We have an eyewitness, a brave man who escaped from the evil in this city and found us. He told us of how the people of Hatra worshipped an ominous dragon and had the Divine Maiden imprisoned, no doubt to sacrifice her or to be a hostage. We are here to rescue her.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow at his words, and I wondered if that’s where the scholar Olivier had run off to. 
 
    Fucking bastard.  
 
    “We aren’t holding anyone prisoner here.” I shook my head as I tried to explain to the man. “There are dragons in the area, but they aren’t a threat. The Divine Maiden came to us willingly in order to help save the city from the miasma.”  
 
    I had a gut instinct telling Asher I was the black dragon wasn’t a good idea, so I skirted around the issue.  
 
    “Lies!” Asher turned to the adventurers behind him and spoke furiously. “Do you hear the blasphemous lies that the corrupted man speaks? He is a servant of the black dragon. We were told of how the Divine Maiden was kidnapped by the dragon after she had left the Cave of One Thousand Sages. We came here to save her from the hands of these savages, and we will slaughter every one of them in order to do so!”  
 
    The adventurers yelled in agreement, and the sound faded in my ears as my mind focused on one thing and one thing only.  
 
    They had threatened to kill everyone in Hatra, and for that, they would die.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    I moved away from the battlement and stood in front of the open door so Alyona could hear me as I explained the situation. 
 
    “They’re going to attack no matter what.” I struggled to keep the anger out of my voice as I spoke. “They came here looking for a fight. Did any of the survivors leave?”  
 
    I looked at the three Elders as my mind raced to form a battle plan, and I tried to figure out who had found these adventurers. There was no way I would let Hatra fall, and I would fight with every fiber of my being before that happened.  
 
    “No.” Julia shook her head and tightened her fingers around her fan. “They’ve all stayed to help.”  
 
    “Then Olivier is behind this.” I scowled as I clenched my fists so tightly I drew blood. “He’s the only one who left Hatra and saw Alyona.” 
 
    A cold sense of anger started to fill me as I spoke. We had welcomed the scholar into Hatra even though I was suspicious of him. Food and shelter had been offered to him, but instead of thanking us, he brought down death and destruction on us.  
 
    When I found Olivier, I would kill him.  
 
    “The scholar?” Ruslan growled as he paced in front of us. “How could he have amassed an army so quickly?”  
 
    “He recognized Alyona,” I said calmly as I clasped my hands behind my back. “He might have also found out about the library or somehow had known about it from any old records. Both are strong possibilities and enough to tempt any man, he probably used that information to get these people here.”  
 
    Even though I said that, I wasn’t convinced. Somehow, Olivier knew that both the library and Alyona would be here. All of this had been planned out beforehand, and we were being treated like chess pieces.  
 
    Fuck that. I wasn’t going to let my city be part of whatever game he was planning.  
 
    “It’s not a surprise he knew who Alyona was,” Julia replied as she tapped her fan on her open palm. “If we knew, then a scholar with access to countless records would have known. But the library? That would have been impossible to know.” 
 
    “You knew who I was?” Alyona covered her mouth with her hand as her amethyst eyes widened in shock. “But no one in Hatra should have known what I looked like.” 
 
    “Well, you can never forget the child you delivered with your own hands.” Julia brushed her knuckles along Alyona’s cheek and smiled fondly. “You looked just like your mother when you first came here.”   
 
    “You delivered me?” Alyona’s voice wavered as she spoke, and her eyes glittered with curiosity. “You knew my mother?” 
 
    “As much as I’d love to know too,” I interrupted the moment between Alyona and Julia, “this is not the time for that. How long can you hold the barrier up?”  
 
    “Three, maybe four hours.” Alyona’s eyes hardened as she looked out past the battlement. “I’ll hold it as long as I can.”  
 
    “Laika.” I turned to the wolf-girl Warrior. “Do you think we can take them?”  
 
    “Hey!” Ruslan growled out as he flexed his claws. “You’re not stopping me from getting a piece of those assholes.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Julia murmured behind her fan as she glanced at the angry fox next to her. “While we cannot tear into miasma, these enemies are made of flesh and bone.”  
 
    “And flesh and bone can easily break.” Moskal’s pale blue eyes glittered with barely suppressed rage. “We will fight on the ground.” 
 
    “That’s still eight of us against three hundred.” I lifted one of my eyebrows as I stared at Ruslan in disbelief. “Even if some of the survivors and villagers join us, we need a solid plan to fight them.”  
 
    “I don’t see anything wrong with it.” Ruslan shrugged as he smirked and continued pacing. “You’re a dragon, just swoop down and breathe fire on them. They’ll melt in their armor, and we take care of the stragglers.”  
 
    “I can’t breathe fire,” I clarified as I waved my hands in the air. “All I can do is heal people and control stone now, but I’ve never used it in battle.”  
 
    “Change of plan.” Ruslan stopped pacing and glanced at all of us for a moment. “Each of us needs to take down thirty-seven of those assholes before three hours are up.”  
 
    Laika and I exchanged a glance at his words. His plan might work only if it were hand to hand combat, but I was pretty sure there were more than a few mages in that army.  
 
    My mind raced to find a way to fight the army at our doorstep, and a memory of one of the many afternoons I spent poring over classical literature with Aunt Emma came up. Aunt Emma would have me memorize sections of different pieces, from Machiavelli to Tolstoy to Sun Tzu, and if it was ever going to come in handy, it would be now.  
 
    “The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting,” I murmured quietly to myself.  
 
    “What was that?” Laika’s ears twitched as she took a step closer to me. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I’ll literally level the playing field.” My eyes widened as the idea took form inside of my mind. “I’ll break the stone underneath them, catch them off guard, and then we take care of the stragglers.”  
 
    “I’ll be on the ground with Anton and Polina.” Laika tilted her head at the guild members. “Trina and Marina will stay on the wall and provide additional support.”  
 
    A roar of cheers went up outside the wall, and I glared in the direction of the army. Asher was no doubt riling them up further, but I found it strange they hadn’t attacked yet.  
 
    “Is there anyone who isn’t here that has long ranged abilities?” I glanced back toward the Elders as I spoke. “Maybe among the villagers or the survivors?”  
 
    Julia glanced at Ruslan, and he nodded sharply in the direction of the smithy. 
 
    “Find Leon and Afra,” Julia spoke as she turned to face Marina. “They should be gathering all the bows and arrows we have already made at the smithy. Find them first and then go for the others in the store rooms.” 
 
    Marina nodded and took a running leap off the wall toward the smithy.  
 
    I felt a trickle of relief at that, just having two, and possibly more, fighters on our side made it seem like we had a fighting chance against the army of adventurers. 
 
    A wave of cold air burst past us, and the smell of sulfur buffeted my nose. It had been a cloudless night, but now black clouds swirled in the sky as thunder roared in the distance. Then strikes of lightning hit the ground in front of the main gate.   
 
    I ran out onto the battlement to figure out just what exactly had happened. My heartbeat had gone crazy again, and drums echoed in my ears.  
 
    In front of the army of adventurers, Asher had his sword buried in the ground before him as he knelt.  
 
    “Armored might and cruel strength, I call to you from these forgotten plains.” Asher’s eyes glowed a putrid green as he continued his chant. “Siege the walls before my eyes and tear down all the obstacles in my path. Be my wrath and fury, make way for the blades that will come. Break and shatter stone with unforgiving power. Let no mercy be shown to my enemies.”  
 
    Up in the sky, above the space between the walls of Hatra and the Green Glass Sect’s army, was a summoning circle burnt into the sky. It was almost exactly like the summoning circle we had found back in the Asura’s former villager. Seven smaller circles were strung together to create a much larger circle, but this time there were more shapes and runes involved. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I groaned at the sight of the vaguely familiar black summoning circle in the sky. “That can’t be anything good.”  
 
    “A behemoth,” Laika breathed out next to me as her face grew pale. “He’s summoning a behemoth.”  
 
    “A behemoth?” I turned to the wolf next to me as trepidation filled the air. 
 
    “It’s a beast, a living siege weapon.” Laika’s hands were on the battlement, and she dug her claws into the stone. “There are spirits, and there are demons that are behemoths. The demons are usually the ones contracted by summoners.” 
 
    My muscles tensed as I drew in my power, and I was ready to shift and take to the sky the moment the behemoth emerged from the summoning circle. I didn’t know what the behemoth would be like, but if the mere sight of its summoning circle was enough to shake the courageous wolf, it definitely was going to make this battle even harder.  
 
    A burst of pure power emanated from behind me, and I turned to see Alyona on her knees. Silver runic circles glowed in her amethyst eyes, and a field of stars sparkled around her. 
 
    “O ten great stars in the northern sky, your child of jade beseeches you!” Alyona’s hands were placed on the stone of the walls, and her entire being glowed silver as she continued to chant. “Merciful gods that dwell in the heavens above, saints and sages that live upon the earth below, with your great authority and virtue raise a wall that protects! Let no sword or shield break through your might and let the stars guide us!”  
 
    A barrier rose around the entirety of the city of Hatra and, unlike the barrier she used to protect the city from the miasma, this one was a blue so pale it was almost silver.  
 
    Suddenly, lightning came down from the sky and struck the barrier, and the electricity crackled on the surface of the barrier as its energy was dispersed throughout the glowing dome.  
 
    I took a step forward and placed a hand on the barrier, and the energy fizzled underneath my hand but did nothing to harm me. 
 
    “How do you take down a behemoth?” My jaw clenched as my eyes went back to the summoning circle that seemed almost burned into the sky. “If you know what it is, then you have to know how to defeat it.”  
 
    The air around Laika’s hands shimmered, and two swords appeared in her fists.  
 
    “They are weak against the elements of water and ice.” Laika tightened her hands around the hilts of the two swords. “Our only hope is to somehow shatter their natural armor that’s said to be almost as strong as dragon scales, maybe even more.”  
 
    “Better or worse than facing the stone giants?” I asked as I rose on the balls of my feet and concentrated on pulling up the power to control stone.  
 
    “Assuredly worse,” Laika breathed out in a mockery of a laugh as she placed one foot on the edge of the battlements. “Their armor is said to be impenetrable.”  
 
    The air shifted, and we all knew the moment had come. The priestess behind us had brought up the barrier just in time as the behemoth had begun to emerge from the shifting summoning circle in the sky. An armored reptilian head pushed through, and dark red eyes peered down at the city. Then, clawed limbs pushed at the edges of the summoning circle, and a green light floated the giant alligator-like creature down.  
 
    It was immense, easily four times my size in my dragon form.  
 
    The scales of the creature were the size of shields, and there were jagged spikes scattered along its body. Still wet blood glistened with each lightning strike, putrid and black against the scales of the behemoth. Each claw was a gleaming drill that dug up the earth as the monstrous creature moved toward the main gate of Hatra.  
 
    “Repent!” Asher laughed as he pulled his sword out of the ground and pointed it at the main gate. “Repent for your sins, and perhaps the heavens will one day forgive you. That is, if anything is left of you after we destroy your walls.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of the behemoth,” I promised as I felt my power squirm inside of me. “Wait for me to tear up the ground and then attack them.” 
 
    I couldn’t let that thing get anywhere near Hatra, and I let go of the power that had been coiling inside of me. With one jump and a roar, I was already halfway through the barrier and into the sky as my body shifted into my dragon form.  
 
    My body slammed into the behemoth, and I felt the air rush out of my lungs as we rolled into the ground and formed a massive trench. I growled as my claws sought purchase on the thick armor of the beast, but I only managed to give the creature a few superficial scratches.  
 
    “Brothers and sisters!” Asher’s shout filled the night as the adventurers shouted in triumph. “Do you see their lies? The black dragon dwells in Hatra. It will burn cities to the ground and lay waste to everything we have known and loved.”  
 
    As I rolled over with the behemoth, I saw the adventurers running toward the barrier. I roared, drew on the stone power inside of me, and focused on yanking the ground upward in giant spikes. A moment later, screams filled the air as jagged columns of stone rose up from the earth in front of Hatra’s walls.  
 
    Then the behemoth shook me off, and I was thrown into the air before I could figure out just how many of the invading army of adventurers I’d managed to take out.  
 
    I hovered on shaky wings and stared at the massive creature underneath me as it took one slow step forward in the direction of Hatra. It had to have been the size of two football fields, and its weight had been nothing to joke about. What Laika had warned me about the armor had been right, there was no way I was strong enough to break through those thick scales. It would have been like trying to peel off my own scales or crack a turtle’s shell with a pebble.  
 
    I had to be smart about this.  
 
    “Come on, think of something,” I muttered to myself as I steadied myself in the air. “There has to be a way to take down that glorified lizard.”  
 
    Wait a moment.  
 
    Birds of prey would let rocks falls on turtles from a great height so their shells would crack, and they would be able to tear at the soft, exposed flesh of the turtles. Even the so called impregnable armor of the behemoth would have to give way to that type of immense force if I used something heavy and sharp enough. 
 
    Gravity was nothing to fuck around with.  
 
    My eyes darted to one of the spiked columns of stone that had emerged from the ground, and I pictured it crushing the behemoth or, at the very least, cracking open its armor so I could get to its internal organs.  
 
    That had to work.  
 
    I flew to a column and wrapped my forelegs around it. I’d never used this power in battle, only for building and fixing walls, but it couldn’t be that much different. I just had to think of the different shape that I needed.  
 
    The stone sung as I shifted its shape until the column ended in a jagged point. The column was insanely heavily, but I forced myself to fly higher and higher until I was nearly in line with the summoning circle and just above the slow moving behemoth.  
 
    From that height, I could see everything beneath me.  
 
    The Blue Tree Guild and the Elders fought on the front lines as the attacking adventurers broke on them like a wave would on a rock. The three Elders fought with an oiled precision that impressed me. They were barehanded as each one of them steadily ripped apart the attackers who dared to face them.  
 
    I understood now why Ruslan had been so confident that the eight of us would have been able to take the army before the behemoth made its appearance.  
 
    It seemed cultivation had other benefits besides longevity.  
 
    Polina and the wolves didn’t disappoint either. Their movements were sleek and without hesitation as they covered each other’s backs. My eyes went to the other two dryads and the priestess on the wall. Villagers had joined them, and some of them held bows in their hands as they took aim at the attacking army. Among them, I saw Natalya as she rapidly and furiously let loose a barrage of arrows.  
 
    The battle was turning. I just had to take care of the behemoth.  
 
    More lightning struck the barrier, and one of the strikes barely missed one of my wings. The sudden strike startled me, and I nearly dropped the jagged spear point of stone I had clasped between my forelegs. 
 
    A sense of foreboding filled me, and I glanced at the summoning circles to see seven more behemoths emerge from the smaller circles that made up the immense array.  
 
    “Fuck!” I cursed loudly as I flew over the first behemoth and aimed carefully with the jagged piece of stone. “Can’t we get a fucking break here?”  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the light of the barrier flicker for the merest of moments. Just as that happened, I let go of the sharp stone I had carried above the behemoth. 
 
    “Come on,” I gasped as I kept my eyes on the stone’s descent and prayed to whichever god was listening. “Please, hit the mark!”  
 
    A loud crack ensued, and a hole formed in the behemoth’s back from where the jagged column had struck it. Most of the column had shattered on impact, but the point was embedded deep inside of the behemoth, and the creature roared and moved sluggishly as blue blood dripped from the wound I had made.  
 
    As Asher’s frustrated scream filled the battlefield, I dove toward the behemoth I’d wounded. My claws were ready to tear into that tender flesh and close in around the behemoth’s heart.  
 
    All the anger inside of me was let loose in that moment as a cold spray of blue blood splashed onto my scales. Once my claws were inside of the behemoth, it was over for the creature.  
 
    I ripped out the behemoth’s massive heart and threw it into the midst of the attacking army with a savage roar.  
 
    In front of me, the barrier flickered as the seven smaller behemoths threw themselves against the magical dome. Even though each push into the barrier caused their scales to sizzle just from contact, the creatures kept throwing themselves against it. It seemed like they were blind or immune to pain.  
 
    With one flap of my wings, I was airborne again as I soared toward the behemoths. These armored beasts were smaller than the one I had just taken down. Even so, each behemoth was the size of one football field and still easily more than twice my size.  
 
    But I’d already figured out how to break through their armor. 
 
    Suddenly, a wave of power emanated throughout the battlefield as the barrier glowed brighter, and I grew closer to the blue dome.  
 
    With my enhanced senses, I could clearly see and hear Alyona as she continued to chant. There was something off with her energy, though, like she was gathering whatever was not put toward the barrier and storing it inside of her as she waited for the right moment.  
 
    “Oh Twelve Guardian Deities and Five Great Wisdom Kings, wrathful manifestations of the Five Gentle Sages,” Alyona called out, and silver blood trickled from her lips, “guard us against the erroneous teachings of these wicked beings who make themselves as saints. Strike down the gates that have been opened, shatter the pathway that has been built, and follow my will!”  
 
    As my claws closed around another jagged column to use as a weapon, a white light stretched across the summoning circle in the sky. The individual circles that formed the array shattered into a fine dust, and relief ran through me. No more behemoths would be able to come through those circles, and I hoped there was too much chaos for Asher to be able to create another summoning circle.  
 
    Suddenly, an anguished scream that I recognized to be from Asher filled the air, and it was sweet music to my ears. I turned to see Asher standing in the middle of the battlefield, and he was staring up at the space where the summoning circle used to be with despair in his eyes that no longer glowed. It was easy to guess Alyona destroying the summoning circle had harmed him, and I smiled at the idea.  
 
    Then I drew upon my healing power and let out a roar as I focused it to only heal those I considered my allies, only the people who had made Hatra their home, and the Blue Tree Guild. As the cloud of glitter shone in the night, glowing with its own light as it settled on the people I called mine, I felt a sudden wave of exhaustion hit me. My vision doubled for a moment as a rush of information of cuts and bruises and broken bones being made new again filled my mind.  
 
    I shook my head and focused on the stone I had my claws in. There was still enough power inside of me to last the night if I was careful.  
 
    “Time to take care of you fuckers,” I growled out as I ripped up the jagged column and shaped it with my power so it formed a spear point. 
 
    Just as I ripped out the stone, I was pulled back down to the ground by the behemoths. It was a repeat of what had happened with the Corrupted Corpses when they swarmed over me, only this time I couldn’t easily shake off my attackers.  
 
    One of the behemoths pinned down one of my wings, and I roared in pain as those tendons and thin flesh were stretched. I flailed and flapped my free wing in an attempt to break free, and my claws scrambled to find purchase on their thick armor.  
 
    In the distance, I heard a faint mocking laughter I knew had to have come from that bastard Asher. He’d disappeared from my view, and I wondered if he was somehow controlling the actions of the behemoths. They functioned almost as one, and their size made it difficult to evade their movements when the behemoths mobbed me.  
 
    As I struggled beneath the beasts, the smell of a crisp, winter morning filled the air as the surrounding temperature dropped.  
 
    Pure glacial ice covered the behemoth that had pinned my wing, and I was able to shake the creature off of me. When my claws scraped against the ice, the behemoth shattered into pieces. The other behemoths backed off with a hiss as they shifted their eyes around to find what had happened to their brethren.  
 
    Immediately, I flew into the air and out of their reach before I looked around for whatever had intervened in the battle.  
 
    What looked like a floating aircraft carrier made out of wood came into view in the sky above me, and I could just make out the trees carved into the sides of the ship and the larger tree at its helm. Lapis lazuli glinted in the carved wood, and I knew it could only be one thing.  
 
    The Blue Tree Guild’s airship had arrived with their entire force, just as Laika said they would.  
 
    Help was here now, and the behemoths would fall before the barrier protecting Hatra did.  
 
    All along the deck of the ship were easily two hundred warriors, and they gripped their weapons tightly as savage smiles crossed their faces. A group of what I assumed to be mages stood at the helm of the ship, and I felt another breeze of glacial air. 
 
    The Green Glass Sect’s attack on Hatra was destined to fail.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The armored beasts let out enraged roars as they turned from me to the Blue Tree Guild airship. Above us, the skies churned as a maelstrom of power caused the strikes of lighting to fall faster and faster all around us, and the dark clouds were illuminated by the lightning strikes as they narrowly missed the airship. 
 
    I glided over to the airship that remained just out of reach of the behemoths and hovered near the helm. An older wolf Demi-Human stood in the midst of the mages. His fur and hair were a dark gray and, somehow, he reminded me of Laika.  
 
    “Never thought I’d be fighting side by side with a dragon!” the old wolf cried out as amusement glittered in his steely eyes. “I am Pyotr of the Blue Tree Guild, Master Dragon. We hastened our pace when our mages caught sight of the advancing army. Hopefully, we aren’t late to the festivities.”  
 
    “You arrived just in time,” I rumbled over the growing sound of thunder. “I was beginning to struggle with those things.” 
 
    The behemoths clambered on top of each other in an attempt to reach the airship, but the vessel remained out of reach of their claws. 
 
    “Rather annoying creatures, aren’t they?” Pyotr walked to the railing of the airship and leaned over it to look at the behemoths. “Do you know where their summoner is?”  
 
    My lips pulled away from my fangs at the thought of Asher. I’d heard him scream in frustration when I slew the first behemoth and later when the summoning circles had been destroyed by Alyona, but I didn’t know where he was on the battlefield now.  
 
    “I was focused on keeping the beasts away from the barrier,” I admitted to the wolf. “I lost track of the summoner.”  
 
    “Well, he must still be alive.” The wolf shrugged as he lifted his hand and signaled to the group of mages.  
 
    Power rose in the air all around us, and it tasted like winter and glacial ice that was capable of freezing even the hottest desert. The Blue Tree Guild mages raised their hands in sync, and an ornate magical array appeared above them.  
 
    A moment later, I could sense a steady stream of power flow from them and into the array that shifted from pale blue to stark white against the storm clouds.  
 
    “How do you figure?” I flapped my massive wings to remain close to the airship.  
 
    “Summoned creatures die or disappear when their summoner dies.” Pyotr tapped the side of his nose and winked.  
 
    I opened my mouth to respond when a bolt of lightning fell from the sky and nearly missed my head by inches. The smell of burnt ozone lingered in the air, and I sneezed from the strength of it.  
 
    The lightning strike further illuminated the battlefield, and then I caught sight of Asher. He stood on the roof of one of the half fallen scout towers outside of Hatra.  
 
    “Found him,” I growled as my anger reared its head inside of me and called out for blood. “I’ll take care of him.”  
 
    With one flap of my wings, I flew upward into the sky as the Blue Tree Guild mages let loose a torrent of frost and ice on the behemoths. The moment one of the armored beasts had been frozen, the warriors jumped down from the airship, and it was almost like they had wings. The Blue Tree Guild warriors dove and through the air, what must have been hundreds of feet, without fear or hesitation, and many of them didn’t even carry shields. All they had were their swords in their hands.  
 
    As they reached the frozen behemoth, they stabbed their swords into the ice and carved deep grooves as they stopped their falls. By the time they reached the ground, the frozen beast shattered as if the swords of the warriors had been my claws.  
 
    Systematically, the Blue Tree Guild worked in taking down the remaining behemoths. The mages on the airship paralyzed them with ice, and the warriors on the ground shattered them with their swords. 
 
    The full might of the Blue Tree Guild was definitely nothing to laugh at.  
 
    While I flew toward the half crumbled scout’s tower, I dodged more strikes of lightning that all seemed to be aimed at me. The power behind the strikes were intensifying with each subsequent flash of lightning, and my scales began to warm up from their intensity.  
 
    At first, I had thought the behemoths had been the ones to summon the lightning or that it was part of their ability. But now that I was further away from the armored beasts and heading after Asher, I knew the lightning was his magic being used against me. 
 
    A crackling dome shaped barrier surrounded the roof of the tower, and in the center of that barrier was Asher. Blood and dirt covered his face and his fine armor as he glared up at me with pure hatred in his pale green eyes. His sword was embedded into the center of the stone floor, and lightning crackled from the blade’s edge. 
 
    “So, you’ve come, wretched dragon.” He clenched his jaw as he let go of his sword. 
 
    His voice echoed, augmented by magic that made each word he spoke crackle as if it were a crack of lightning, up to me. 
 
    “End this now, Asher,” I growled out, and my voice carried down to him as I tried to talk sense into him. “Your army and your behemoths are finished. There is no future where you win this battle. Leave Hatra now, and you’ll live.”  
 
    The man laughed wildly as he brought up one hand to cover his face, and all around us, the lightning strikes increased in frequency. It was becoming more difficult to dodge them, and the tips of my wings were singed by bolts.  
 
    “This won’t end, dragon, until one of us is dead,” Asher hissed out as he slashed his hand downward. “I will not be allowed to leave this wretched place until my mission is complete.” 
 
    Lightning rained down and for a moment, everything around the two of us was perfectly illuminated. There were no shadows or even stormy clouds that I could see. Everything was covered in a wash of white light that almost blinded me. 
 
    “Your mission?” I snarled as I tried to dodge the lightning. “Are you talking about Alyona or something else? What really drove you to bring an army all the way out here?” 
 
    One of the strikes hit my tail, and I hissed in pain. Quickly, I gathered my healing power inside of myself and pushed it toward the area that burned. It didn’t feel like the lightning strike had broken through my scales, but it was still painful. I knew my scales weren’t sensitive, otherwise I would have felt immense pain while fighting the stone giants, so that meant that the lightning was just incredibly powerful.  
 
    “While there is admittedly a more fitting palace for that princess,” Asher said as he kept his pale eyes on me, “there was more to be done with this city than just her. She was the final jewel to be stolen away.”  
 
    The lightning strikes kept me trapped in the area around the tower, and I had no easy avenue for escape. For all intents and purposes, I was stuck here until I could figure a way out and what Asher meant by “more to be done.”  
 
    Then an idea struck me.  
 
    Hatra was destroyed by demons a thousand years ago, and the population that survived continued to dwindle down. It wouldn’t have been long until Hatra was nothing more than a tomb thanks to the nonstop miasma attacks. 
 
    No one knew why the city had been targeted, but Laika and I had uncovered the underground library that stretched far underneath Hatra. There were countless rooms and an immense amount of forgotten knowledge in the sprawling archive. In one of those books had been a clue in fighting the miasma, the purifying power of the dragonsblood plant nurtured by the Asuras in the nearby forest. 
 
     And then, there was the suspicious arrival of the scholar Olivier right before a summoning circle opened above the city as Corrupted Corpses and miasma controlled warriors poured in. Alyona had been attacked at the same time and forced into deviation. Everything had snowballed until this battle, and now I knew why. 
 
    All the attacks after I arrived in this world were all connected. The appearance of the Corrupted Corpses, the attack on the Asuras, and this current battle were all the cause of one organization. 
 
    “You attacked the Asuras?” I growled as I flew above the barrier. “Why would you do that? Why would anyone want to kill them?”  
 
    As Asher moved to keep his eyes on me, his face shifted, and it looked like another face was painted over his features. It was blurry and vaguely familiar, as if I had seen the face before, but it wasn’t Asher’s face. As soon as I focused on the face, thought, it disappeared from view almost as if I had imagined it. But I knew I hadn’t. 
 
    There was something strange going on with Asher. 
 
    “Because they posed a threat to the Sage with their precious trees.” Asher shrugged and bared his teeth in a pained smile. “Thus, they had to be gotten rid of.”  
 
    “Sage?” I glanced around for something to use to break through the barrier even though I knew I couldn’t use my stone abilities again without weakening myself further. “Is that your teacher or something? Did you torture those bandits on his orders, too?” 
 
    I was exhausted to the bone, but I couldn’t show it. I had to take Asher down no matter what it took, even if it meant throwing myself against his barrier until I somehow managed to push through.  
 
    Even the mere thought of lifting a boulder in the air to smash against him filled me with exhaustion and nausea. 
 
    “We cannot and will not disobey him.” There was a hint of regret in Asher’s voice as he spoke. “Therefore, if he asks us to lay waste to entire villages and ravage entire towns, be they full of women and children and the elderly, we will do so.”  
 
    Anger rose up in me, and I wanted nothing more than to rip out the heart of this Sage and shove it back down his throat so he’d choke on it.  
 
    My eyes focused on the crackling barrier, and I wondered how I could get through that thing without killing myself. The voltage of the electricity was insane, and there was just too much of me to forcibly heal as I came into contact with the barrier. 
 
    Unless, there was less of me. The cogs in my mind turned as I remembered how the Blue Tree Guild warriors had used the force of their fall to shatter the frozen behemoths and how I had earlier shattered through the armor of one behemoth with a jagged spear of stone. Only, instead of using a stone spear or a steel sword, I would be the blade that would cut through the barrier.  
 
    I flew upward, as high as I could force myself to go, and I managed to break through the dark clouds that obscured the night sky. My heart pounded in my chest as the stars sparkled above me, and the air grew thinner.  
 
    Sunrise was almost upon us, and the pale rays of sunlight filled me with hope.  
 
    I could do this. 
 
    I steadied myself in the air and closed my eyes as I sought Asher with my other senses. My mind dove past the clouds and ignored the surrounding chaos of the battlefield until it touched upon the electric barrier, and inside of it, I sensed Asher. His appearance in my mind was that of a human shape, the color of pale green, and it glowed within the barrier except for a tendril of miasma coiled where his heart should be.  
 
    My heart rate steadied to a slow beat, and I drew in a deep breath.  
 
    Then I let myself fall. 
 
    As I dove toward the barrier, I forced myself to shift into my human form, and my scales melted into human flesh. All around me, I spread my healing power, and it reinforced me as my body began healing faster and faster until even my skin had become more impenetrable than reinforced steel.  
 
    The air whistled around me as I neared the electric barrier, and I forced my body to relax. My heart was beating like crazy, and it had reached a wild rhythm in my ears. There was no turning back from this. I had bet everything on my healing powers, and either I would make it through this barrier alive or I would die.  
 
    My eyes snapped open the moment I reached the barrier, and it shattered underneath the strength of my power. It was like the barrier had been dispersed like mist on a lake, and it barely tingled on my flesh.  
 
    Asher pulled his sword from the stone, but he was too slow. My feet had already touched ground, and I launched myself at him. My claws scraped against the blade of his sword as Asher used it to divert me in a different direction. I let myself fall toward the stone floor and pulled my legs up at the last moment so I rolled.  
 
    Then I heard the movement of Asher’s sword as it cut through the air, and I dove to the side to dodge. My heart pounded in my chest as I jumped back to my feet, and then I turned to see Asher reversing his grip on the sword.  
 
    My muscles ached as we paced around each other and waited for someone to make a move again. Each step I took felt like knives being stabbed into my body, and I dragged up my healing power inside of me to cover those hurts. 
 
    As we circled each other, a stillness settled in the air, and the putrid scent of corruptive miasma filled my nose. I stared at my opponent, and in my mind’s eye I could see the stench of the miasma curling off him like fumes or puppet strings. Then Asher moved, and the sword came down on me faster than I could see.  
 
    But thanks to my dragon fast reflexes, I swatted the blade out of his hand just as it nicked my cheek.  
 
    Then my clawed hand was at his throat, and my other hand was on his chest as I slammed him into the ground. His chest plate crumbled under the force of my hand, and the scent of blood filled the air before I pulled forth stone to shackle his arms and legs in an instant. 
 
    “You think this is victory?” Asher closed his pale eyes as he laughed. “It doesn’t matter if you slaughter me and rout this army. You will never win.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I growled out as my hand tightened around his neck.  
 
    “Did you really think that the happiness you have here will last?” There was pity in Asher’s voice as he opened his eyes to look at me. “You’re a being that has no purpose in existing in the first place. A black dragon? What use does this world have for you? You’ve only finished digging Hatra’s grave.”  
 
    “Shut up!” I slammed my fist into the stone beside his head in anger. “I’m going to protect Hatra and everyone in it!”  
 
    “Oh yes, just like how you’re going to protect the Divine Maiden?” Asher chuckled, and blood dribbled from his lips. “Didn’t she already fall into deviation?”  
 
    “How do you know that?” My eyes widened as my hand around his throat loosened in shock. “No one outside of Hatra could have known that.” 
 
    “The Sage has eyes everywhere.” Miasma swirled in Asher’s pale green eyes, and he smiled sadly up at me. “There is no secret he cannot uncover, especially when there is so much to gain. The princess of the land traveling incognito to save a wretched city and in turn placing her own life at risk? What better prize could there be? With one stone, he gains the treasures of this city and the crown jewel of Rahma, the princess herself.” 
 
    “He won’t,” I promised as I let go of Asher’s throat and looked out across at the ending battle. “You’ve already lost. There’s nothing here for him or for the Green Glass Sect.” 
 
    I didn’t have to look at Asher’s health status to know he was dying. With my mind’s eye, I could see the way his heart was choked by the cruel vice of miasma. I had compared the miasma around his body like puppet strings earlier, but now those puppet strings tightened around his heart and choked the life from him. His heart fluttered in his chest, and each breath he took became wetter and wetter with blood since I’d shattered his chest when I threw him against the ground.  
 
    “I can promise you this, cursed dragon,” Asher struggled to speak as the miasma swirled sluggishly in his eyes, “we won’t be the last ones to attack Hatra. No one will suffer a dragon to have the power of the Divine Maiden. It won’t matter if it’s the Sage or not. There will be other sects, other families, other countries after you and this city. This world will fight you.”  
 
    “They can try, but I’ll win, and if I need to, I’ll conquer this whole damn world.” I flexed my claws as I spoke, and I meant my words.  
 
    This world would be mine.  
 
    “Good.” It was a faint sound, barely above a whisper, that left Asher’s mouth. “If it’s you, maybe you can stop this madness, and everything will finally end.” 
 
    At that moment, I felt regret in my heart as I placed my hand on Asher’s chest. Now that I had calmed down, I knew if things had been different, we might have been able to get along. He was under the control of the Sage, and the miasma that swirled in his heart poisoned him further as it sucked his life away. 
 
    “I can heal you.” My mind raced as I searched for a way to extract the miasma from his heart. “I’ll take you back to the city.” 
 
    “No,” Asher whispered as his eyes fluttered open, “take my sword and kill me. Do not let him take that from me.”  
 
    I clenched my jaw as I stared at the dying man in front of me. There had to be something I could do, some way to carve the miasma out of him and break him free of the Sage’s control. If only I could just put him in some sort of stasis, like a medical coma or something.  
 
    “Think, you have magic, come on,” I muttered to myself as I placed my hand back on Asher’s chest.  
 
    Predation: Assimilation activated. Beginning consumption. 
 
    White light seeped out from my hand and bled all over Asher’s body. I could hear a soft song in my head, like the rushing sound of wind and the crackle of thunder in the air, as all of Asher’s body was covered in the white light.  
 
    Predation: Assimilation complete. Beginning analysis and antidote refinement.  
 
    Just as quickly as the white light had covered Asher, it disappeared along with him. Deep inside of my spiritual sea, I could faintly feel his sleeping consciousness and my Predation ability analyzing the structure of the miasma and whatever it was that the Sage used to control him.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I managed to gasp out as I collapsed on the roof of the scout tower.  
 
    Somehow, I’d gained a new skill, but now I had to make my way back to the city.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    There was no strength in my body to even make it back to the main gates of the city. I was completely and entirely exhausted of all energy. During the fight with Asher, I’d already been running on fumes, but now that the battle was over, all the adrenaline had rushed out of me and left me on the verge of unconsciousness.  
 
    I lifted my hand in front of my face, and it trembled. I could sense there was absolutely nothing left in the tank for me to even try to get down from the tower. Covering my entire body in healing power, shackling Asher, and then the Predation ability activating had used what little had been left.  
 
    Slowly, the dark clouds in the night sky dissipated, and I could see the sun begin to rise. Its rays stretched out over the tower and the city of Hatra, and I turned my face toward its warmth. Somehow, it felt like a good omen, like the rising sun meant Hatra would stand tall once again.  
 
    As that thought formed in my mind, I could feel myself slipping away into the reassuring nothingness that would lead to my spiritual sea. 
 
    Maybe I could finally get some rest now.  
 
    The world of my spiritual sea had shifted. Instead of being nothing but an enormous lake from which countless stars were reflected, the city of Hatra was there.  
 
    It wasn’t like how it appeared now, though. The city was how I imagined it to be before it fell, except that wasn’t exactly right.  
 
    It was more like how the city was being rebuilt. 
 
    There were statues of dragons all along the wall, great soaring creatures made out of hammered gold and chips of obsidian that stood out against the bluestone. Everywhere I looked, the dragon motif was repeated throughout all of the buildings, and there were even tiny dragons stamped into some of the cobblestones of the street.  
 
    My gaze went everywhere as I walked. I wanted to see all of the beautiful city that I was in. It was the most gorgeous place I’d ever seen, like someone had taken the architecture of the cities of Marrakesh, Istanbul, and Rome and merged them into one glorious world.  
 
    I kept walking, and the streets merged into one long boulevard that led me to the domed palace at the center of Hatra. The palace was beyond belief. The dome shimmered like silver glass behind the walls, and as I stared at it in awe, I suddenly found myself inside of the palace.  
 
    Pale blue walls spread as far as I could see, and the floors were covered in an ornate patterned tile. As I walked down the wide hallway, giant windows formed along the blue walls, and I could see different rooms through each window.  
 
    I saw men and women in throne rooms as the same crown of moonstone was placed on all of their heads. In their hands was a sword that gleamed, as if it was made of pure crystal, and the hilt was set with moonstones in the shape of a crescent moon.  
 
    At the end of the long hallway was a large set of double doors, and I lingered in front of them. Then I placed my hand on one of the wooden doors, and the wood was cool to the touch. From behind the doors, I could hear a soft lullaby being sung.  
 
    For a moment, I thought it was Alyona singing.  
 
    “Child of the moon, sleep through the storm,” the voice was soothing and so close to Alyona’s voice, “morning shall come, and the stars will shine again.”  
 
    “Alyona?” I reached out and opened the door.  
 
    Pure light seeped out of the door and blinded my vision as I took a step forward and fell into the light. 
 
    A gentle hand brushed over my forehead, and I leaned into the touch as I woke up. The hand was cool and delicate as I blinked up at the crystal orb that glowed above me.  
 
    “You’re awake!” Alyona’s sweet voice was full of happiness as she helped me sit up.  
 
    “How long was I out this time?” I winced as I sat up on the deliciously soft bed. I had no idea how long I had been asleep or what had happened in the time between now and when I had fallen into my spiritual sea at the top of the scout’s tower. 
 
    I wasn’t in the tent, this was an actual stone room, but it wasn’t the infirmary. I was on a large bed pushed to the back wall of the room, and a hanging tapestry covered the doorway. Along another wall was a desk piled high with papers and books as well as a basket covered with fabric.  
 
    On the bed next to me sat Alyona in a white dress with silver embroidery, and she placed her hand on my forehead. 
 
    “Not as long as it could have been.” Alyona pulled back her hand and let it fall to her lap. “Only two days this time.” 
 
    “Could have been worse,” I sighed and stretched the kinks out of my neck.  
 
    Only two days, it definitely could have been worse. I could have been out for much longer than that considering how much power I’d used during the battle and right before it. It was like I was running a marathon every day for a week and then after that, jumping straight into a triathlon without any rest. I regretted my entire existence, and I never wanted to do that again. 
 
    But I would do it again if I had to.  
 
    “How do you feel?” A blue glow emanated from Alyona’s fingertips as she placed her hand on my chest. “Your power pathways seem much stronger than before.”  
 
    My eyes had trailed away from Alyona’s fingertips and followed the curve of her hip. The dress she now wore left little to my imagination. The fabric sinfully clung to her body, and the neckline of her dress dipped down past her cleavage to her toned stomach. Her shoulders were bare, but her sleeves were wide and draping. While the dress was longer in the front than previous dresses she’d worn, coming to a point just to her knees, the sides of the dress were cut sky-high, and the tanned flesh of her hips tempted me as she leaned forward.  
 
    God, she was so fucking beautiful.  
 
    Just as I lifted my hand to touch her cheek, a glowing white orb phased through the tapestry and came to a stop in front of Alyona.  
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I blinked in surprise at the orb but felt no draconic instincts rear their head in warning. “Is this one of your spirits?” 
 
    I glanced at the holy princess sitting next to me, but she seemed nervous at the sight of the orb. I didn’t sense any malice from it, and my draconic instincts were calm. It wasn’t like it was an orb full of trapped miasma that could destroy an entire village if it somehow got loose.  
 
    Oh fuck. What happened to the miasma from the first attack?  
 
    I glanced around the room in the hopes that somehow it hadn’t been lost during the time I was asleep. My eyes immediately went to the basket on the desk, and I felt the corruptive presence of the trapped presence. I slumped with relief and turned my attention back to Alyona.  
 
    “It’s a reply from the White Jade Sect,” Alyona spoke hesitantly as she stared at the glowing white orb in front of us. “I didn’t expect one so soon.”  
 
    The worry I could see in her body language tugged at my heartstrings. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I murmured as I pulled her into my arms. “Are you scared of what they’ll say?”  
 
    “Yes,” her voice was muffled by my clothing as she nodded. “I abandoned my duty and was reckless. I fell into deviation and put at risk not only Hatra and Rahma but all of Inati with my actions.”  
 
    She was so terrified at what the White Jade Sect would say that she trembled in my arms as she held onto me tightly. 
 
    “Really?” I rubbed soothing circles on her back as I spoke. “Because I think the opposite. If you hadn’t come to Hatra and gotten Laika and the Blue Tree Guild here, they never would have found me in that cave. I might not have gotten to Hatra, and then where would the corrupted villagers be? What about the Asuras and those who had been forced to attack Hatra? Let’s not forget the army of the Green Glass Sect and the behemoths that tried to destroy the city the other night. If it wasn’t for you being brave enough to do something, the Blue Tree Guild and I wouldn’t have been here to protect the city.” 
 
    “You really think so?” Alyona leaned back from my chest and blinked back tears as she smiled at me. 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” I leaned forward and pressed my forehead against hers. “Besides, you told me a priestess was supposed to do everything in her power to protect her people. Isn’t that also the duty of a princess? To protect her people no matter what?”  
 
    A beatific smile bloomed on Alyona’s face.  
 
    “Thank you for reminding me of who I am.” The priestess dipped her head and pressed a light kiss to my lips before she turned in my arms to face the orb.  
 
    She lifted one finger, and it glowed white as she pointed at the orb. 
 
    “A representative of the White Jade Sect shall come to Hatra.” The voice of a woman emanated from the orb as it slowly began to fade. “They shall determine the veracity of your claims and the situation surrounding the fallen city. Aid, of course, shall be provided for the time being. The continuation of such aid depends on, of course, the truth of the matter and whether Her Highness is there of her own accord.” 
 
    As soon as the voice ceased, the orb disappeared from existence as if it had never been in the room. 
 
    “Who do you think is going to come?” I leaned my chin on Alyona’s head and wrapped my arms around her chest. 
 
    “It won’t be His Eminence.” Alyona shifted on my lap as she moved into a cross legged position. “Leaving the Breach unguarded is too great of a risk. It’ll be someone he trusts, a Sword or a steward, perhaps. Someone who can judge the situation carefully and quickly.”  
 
    “The Breach?” Curiosity edged its way into my voice as I tried to imagine whatever the Breach was. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” Alyona played with the hem of her dress as she laughed somewhat sheepishly. “Somehow, it feels like you’ve been here forever. Sometimes I forget you aren’t from this world. The Breach is, essentially, that. A great chasm in the ground from where the demon world has spilled out into our world. That is where all the cruelty and malice of the demonic realm taints ours. Demon hordes have emerged from the Breach in the past and laid waste to entire cities.” 
 
    I sighed as I tilted my head to the side. Things just kept on escalating the more I asked questions about the world of Inati. Maybe ignorance really was bliss. I didn’t even know where to begin regarding the Breach, my mind was full of hundreds of questions. Were all the nations of Inati involved in keeping the Breach sealed, or was it just Rahma who bore that burden alone?  
 
    If that was the case, it made sense that Hatra had been forgotten when there was such a bigger threat looming in the distance. 
 
    “The White Jade Sect Leader, is he always there?” I absentmindedly traced the fabric around Alyona’s waist and felt her shiver under my touch. 
 
    “Always.” Alyona drew in a sharp breath as she placed her hands over mine and stopped them from moving. “He rarely leaves the Breach. His presence powers the magical array that seals it since few of the other nations of the world lend their support. Even so, some demons manage to slip out. Poke holes through the fabric of reality and find other gates.” 
 
    Well, that answered my question about how much the world of Inati cared about the Breach. There had been trace amounts of bitterness in Alyona’s voice as she had explained about the Breach, and I wondered if her father served alongside the Sect Leader in guarding the Breach when I realized what she had said last.  
 
    “Do people open those gates on this side, too?” My eyes traveled to the basket that held the miasma, and I wondered if one of those holes was where the miasma continually seeped into this world from.  
 
    It would explain how it’d been able to continue for thousands of years, especially with the situation in Hatra. There must have been a hole in the fabric of reality somewhere near the city, and that was what powered the rampant miasma attacks.  
 
    “Yes.” Alyona shook her head and brought up a hand to tug at one of the braids in her hair. “Fools, hungry for power and greedy for so much more than they can handle. They open that door and curse the rest of us because they have no idea of the literal hell that waits on the other side. So many have died because of such foolishness and greed. There are so many graves that sometimes that’s what I think this world is full of. There’s no life, simply tombstones and countless funerals.”  
 
    “I promise you that I won’t ever die,” I whispered to Alyona as I tightened my arms around her. “You will never have to bury me.”  
 
    “Never is such a very long time.” Alyona let her hand drop to her lap, and she clasped both of them together. “Will you stay with me?”  
 
    “Always, it’s a promise.” Laughter and music trailed in from outside the room, and I raised an eyebrow at the loud sounds. “What’s happening out there?” 
 
    Before the priestess could reply, three dryads in bright green dresses that looked like leaves clinging to their bodies burst through the door, and the tapestry swung dangerously like it was about to fall.  
 
    “Evan!” Polina sang out as she threw herself onto the bed and rolled onto her back. “You’re finally awake!” 
 
    “Come and celebrate with us!” Trina cheerfully chirped as she danced around the room with Marina.  
 
    “A celebration?” I asked with amusement as I watched the sisters. “What are we celebrating?”  
 
    “Silly dragon!” Polina shook her finger in the air as she popped up and sat on the bed. “You saved us all! You saved the city and the Asuras and now Hatra is our home! Of course we gotta celebrate, no one can hurt Hatra or the Asuras now.” 
 
    “Why don’t the three of you celebrate for me?” I laughed as I leaned forward to ruffle Polina’s hair. “I need to rest. I’m still pretty beat up after that battle.”  
 
    “You’ve been sleeping for days!” Polina pouted as she slid off the bed. “Why do you need to keep on sleeping?”  
 
    “Polina, he was in his spiritual sea recovering,” Alyona chided gently as she smoothed the dryad’s mussed curls. “How would you feel if his spiritual sea wasn’t stabilized, and he ended up collapsing during the festivities because of it?”  
 
    The dryad and her sisters visibly drooped at the priestess’ words.  
 
    “I didn’t think of that,” Polina’s voice was small as she kept her eyes on the ground. “I was just happy he was awake and back.”  
 
    “I know, sweetheart.” Alyona pressed a gentle kiss to Polina’s forehead as she pulled the dryad into a hug. “Maybe tomorrow you can take him and have a picnic with what’s left from tonight’s feast. What do you think?”  
 
    The three dryads glanced at each other with bright eyes and nodded at the same time. Then the two other dryads tackled Alyona in a hug and pressed kisses to her cheeks. 
 
    “That’s a great idea!” Marina giggled as she danced away from Alyona and stood in front of the tapestry. “We’ll have a picnic by the river!”  
 
    “The food!” Trina yelped as she let go of Alyona and Polina. “Old man Pyotr is there, and we gotta save some before he eats it all!”  
 
    The three sisters dashed out of the room, and I could hear their excited yells fade away.  
 
    “God, I hope they never change,” I laughed as I leaned back in the bed. 
 
    Alyona’s clear voice sweetly filled my ears as she made to stand up, “I should let you rest. I’ll come back later to see how you’re feeling.”  
 
    “Wait,” I murmured to her as my hands lingered on her exposed thighs, “why don’t we celebrate, too?” 
 
    “Oh?” Her voice wavered as she spoke, and she settled back on my lap. “What do you have in mind?”  
 
    “Well,” I trailed off for a moment as I remembered what had happened in the infirmary before, “first I need you to make a barrier so no one can come in.”  
 
    “Oh?” Alyona’s voice shifted with mischievousness, and she glanced back at me. “You don’t like the tapestry?”  
 
    “Rather,” I murmured in her ear as I traced the contour of her breasts under her dress, “I don’t want to get interrupted again.”  
 
    From experience, I knew she was rather sensitive, and her body had already begun to tremble from my touch.  
 
    “That,” she breathily replied as she melted under my touch, “sounds like a wonderful idea.” 
 
    Instead of the transparent barriers I’d seen her use before, a solid blue barrier sprung up in the doorway and blocked off all the sounds of the festivities going on outside. I hadn’t known her barriers functioned as soundproofing, but that was just perfect for my plans with Alyona and her sweet voice.  
 
    My hands trailed down from her smooth breasts to her thighs, and she sighed at my touch. I stroked the supple flesh of her thighs, and Alyona shifted as she spread her legs for me.  
 
    As my hands traced mindless patterns on Alyona’s body, my heart began to beat faster as everything I’d imagined regarding the priestess was now actually going to happen.  
 
    When I reached in between her thighs, I stopped in curiosity because I didn’t feel any more fabric. She wasn’t wearing any underwear at all. At that realization, all the blood rushed from my head to my cock as I realized she probably hadn’t been wearing any underwear at all this entire time.  
 
    “Are you always like this?” I huskily asked between the kisses I had begun to place on her neck. “Not wearing anything underneath those short dresses of yours.” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona gasped at the sudden hardness under her ass, and as she shifted, I felt myself grow larger.  
 
    The thought of such a proper and royal priestess going commando was an exhilarating one, and I drew in a shaky breath as I tentatively pushed my fingertips further in to reach her pussy.  
 
    “Such a naughty priestess.” I nibbled on her neck, and she whimpered. “Have you been doing this to tempt me?”  
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath from Alyona as my fingers spread her already moist lips.  
 
    I traced her entrance gently at first and focused on further arousing the beautiful priestess on my lap.  
 
     Alyona squirmed on my lap, and I wrapped my free arm around her waist to press her flush against me. As I did that, I slipped a finger between her lower lips, and her hips bucked against me.  
 
    “Ah!” Alyona gasped as she clenched her hands on the blankets. 
 
    I pushed my finger further in and met a bit of resistance. My mind blanked for a moment as I realized that the utterly beautiful woman in my arms was a virgin.  
 
    “You’re going to drive me crazy, aren’t you?” I shook my head as I pulled my finger out of her.  
 
    “No, don’t,” Alyona whined as her legs closed around my hand. “Please, keep going.  
 
    “We’re not stopping,” I promised the priestess as I pressed more kisses along her bare shoulders. “Take your clothes off.”  
 
    Alyona unclenched her legs, and I pulled my wet hand away. The priestess moved forward on all fours, and I was mesmerized by the way her ass moved underneath the fabric of her dress. Then she turned and rocked back on her heels as she lifted her dress over her head.  
 
    I’d already seen her naked body once before, and it was just as beautiful as I remembered. Her perfectly tanned skin was exposed for me to drink in, and I drank it in like a man about to die from thirst.  
 
    Alyona’s lower lips were swollen and a deep pink from my earlier efforts, and a blush that nearly matched her pink pussy covered her face as she had one hand over her eyes. She panted and her chest heaved with each breath she took.  
 
    “Why am I the only one without clothes?” Embarrassment colored her voice as she peeked at me through her fingers. “Take yours off as well.”  
 
    “Your wish is my command, Your Highness,” I cheekily replied as I stood up from the bed and swiftly undressed.  
 
    Alyona drew in a sharp breath, and her glittering eyes were focused on my engorged cock. 
 
    Slowly, I eased my cock between her wet lips until I felt her hymen press against my tip. Then I gathered my healing power inside of myself and concentrated it on the tip of my cock before I filled her with all of me.  
 
    Alyona gasped out sweetly and breathily as I thrust deeper and deeper into her. Then she wrapped her legs around my waist as she shuddered, and her silk walls contracted around me when she quickly reached an orgasm.  
 
    “Oh… my… Evan!” she panted while her body shook and trembled with her climax, but I just growled into her ear and then continued to push deeper and deeper into her. 
 
    Then she came again, and again, and a fourth time before I couldn’t resist the frantic grip of her tunnel squeezing my cock, and I groaned into her mouth as I filled her womb with my dragon seed. 
 
    But that was still just the beginning, and my erection didn’t relax after I’d filled the beautiful princess.  
 
    The dragon wanted more, and she would give me everything.  
 
    Hours passed as we continued to reach heaven in each other’s arms, and we slowly began to learn everything about each other’s bodies until we were both exhausted.  
 
    When we were both well and truly exhausted, I held Alyona in my arms and watched her sleep peacefully. I knew that I had to get stronger if I was going to keep my promise to her and Laika. I had to rebuild Hatra and protect it, make it grow so powerful no one would be able to hurt anyone from the city.  
 
    As I held Alyona against my chest and drifted off to sleep, I vowed to do everything in my power to protect the people I loved.  
 
    And with the new power I’d gained from Asher, my enemies had better beware.  
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 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Dragon Emperor! I hope you really liked it. Reviews help a bunch for new series, so if you have 30 seconds, please leave me a review! Thanks again! 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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